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The changing relationship of Americans to their churches has been documented
but has not been explained. This is a narrative qualitative research inquiry for the
purpose of exploring the perspectives of members of Southern Baptist churches who
experienced disaffection as a result of marginalization within the church as they practiced
their religious faith. Using Social Identity Theory (SIT) and the microaggressions
literature, this study described negative interactions and explained the group processes
that marginalize church members and motivate their disaffection from the church. The
narratives of this study extend the literature on negative interactions in the religious
community, describing and examining antecedents and consequences. Two semistructured interviews with ten participants who were once members of Southern Baptist
churches informed this study. Four Southern Baptist churches were represented by the
ten participants. Data analysis was aided by NVivo 11. In spite of the inclusive mission
of the church, the results of this study clearly place microaggressions, with their
accompanying marginalization, within the church. Characteristic of microaggressions,
this study found that microaggressions in the church: a) leave the responsibility of
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reparation with the target; b) deny the existence of microaggressions within their
congregation; and c) breed a sense of rejection as a result of marginalization. This study
affirms and extends Pargament’s (2002) suggestion that short-term distress may lead to
long-term spiritual growth. This study also emphasizes the need to address issues of faith
as a dimension of diversity.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
The practice of religion has been woven into America’s cultural fabric since
before the days of the thirteen original colonies. Americans practice religion. The
definition of religion includes the organized practice of religious rituals that relate to the
sacred but are often based upon doctrines and traditions rooted in the past (Harrington,
Preziosi, & Gooden, 2001; Pargament, 1999). Americans examine the tenets of their
belief systems and construct traditions of behavior that epitomize those beliefs. Religion
seeks to relate to that which transcends the self by practicing rituals that include, but are
not limited to, church attendance, prayer (Tovar-Murray, 2011), rituals, worship
(Hayward & Elliott, 2011), and reading sacred texts (Gall, Malette, & Guirguis-Younger,
2011).
There has been a lack of clarity in distinguishing between the constructs of
spirituality and religion. In Pargament’s (1999) discussion of religion and spirituality, he
noted two corresponding points: both constructs concern themselves with spiritual
matters, and both constructs occur within a social context.
Hill et al. (2000) also noted similarities between religion and spirituality: both
constructs are related to the sacred, to both cognitive function and emotion; and both are
related to a search process. In contrast, while religion and spirituality are both concerned
with a higher power, religion’s higher power is typically theistic, while spirituality’s
1

higher power is not so constrained. Religion frequently embraces the spiritual, while
spirituality can, but often does not, embrace the religious. Religion is perceived with
more negativity than is spirituality (Hill et al., 2000; Schlehofer, Omoto, & Adelman,
2008). Religion is perceived as less inclusive, more narrow and structured, and more
traditional and orthodox, while spirituality is thought to take a broader perspective, to be
more mystical and less traditional, and to allow specific practices to be optional (Hill et
al., 2000).
The focus of this study is on the construct of religion. This study defines religion
as the adherence to a tradition of agreed-upon beliefs and practices relating to the sacred
(Harrington et al., 2001; Pargament, 1999; Worthington, Hook, Davis, & McDaniel,
2011) and spirituality as a search for the highest of human potential related to the sacred
(Pargament, 1999). Both definitions are predicated upon concepts of the sacred, defined
here as “a person, an object, a principle, or a concept that transcends the self” (Hill et al.,
2000, p. 64).
The American Counseling Association (ACA) division of the Association for
Spiritual, Ethical, and Religious Values in Counseling (ASERVIC) establishes religious
values as an integral element of human development. ASERVIC acknowledges the
necessity of the counseling profession’s attention to spiritual and religious concerns
within the individual. Not addressing these issues may lead to disillusionment with one’s
faith community and to the loss of relationship with the sacred.
For more than 60 years, Gallup (2002) has based an assessment of religiosity on
eight questions presented to American adults in survey form. There has been some
variability in the questions over these decades, but certain factors have remained
2

constant: belief in God, religious preference, membership in faith communities, worship
attendance, and the importance of religion. The reliability of these questions, specifically
questions related to church attendance as a consistent barometer of religiosity, serves to
emphasize the importance of involvement in church.
The ongoing significance of religion to the American lifestyle has been
documented by Pew (2014), Gallup (2012), the Barna Group (2015), and LifeWay
(2016). Results from the Pew Research Center’s 2008 U.S. Religious Landscape Study
indicated that 56% of Americans considered religion very or somewhat important. There
was a slight decline noted in their 2014 U.S. Religious Landscape Study, from 56% to
53%. Based on interviews with 320,000 American adults, Gallup (2012) reported that
69% of Americans were moderately to very religious, both in their daily lives and in their
attendance at religious services.
Additionally, beyond any spiritual dimension of religion, dimensions of religion
have been increasingly associated with better physical and mental health (George,
Ellison, & Larson, 2002; Krause, 2011), with fewer illnesses reported among those who
attend religious services once a week, quicker recoveries when struggling with an illness,
and longer survival rates for those who attend religious services regularly (George et al.,
2002). The religious dimension most closely related to health is that of church
attendance (George, Kinghorn, Koenig, Gammon, & Blazer, 2013), which parallels the
Gallup (2002) and Pew (2014) emphasis on church attendance as the dimension of
religiosity upon which their research is based.
Attending church also provides social support: the psychological and material
resources from relationships that enable one to cope with stress (Cohen, 2004). Social
3

support is also garnering attention as it relates to health (Cohen, 2004). Social support
has been positively related to both physical and mental health (Ellison, Zhang, Krause, &
Marcum, 2009; Lincoln, 2000). Cohen (2004) described various benefits of social
support: instrumental support, such as financial or physical assistance; informational
support, such as information or advice; and emotional support, such as empathy, trust,
and caring. As a religious organization expands with the recruitment of new members,
the religious organization typically provides the frequent church attender with a larger
social support system than an individual who attends infrequently (Ellison & George,
1994). Bradley’s study (1995) put forth the idea that frequent church attenders not only
have more social contacts, but they also view those contacts as more supportive than do
less frequent attenders.
However, notwithstanding Americans’ claim of religiosity, data from Pew (2014),
Gallup (2012), the Barna Group (2015), and LifeWay (2006) corroborate recent trends in
American religious practice. Chief among these shifting trends is a change in the pattern
of church attendance. Americans are not attending church as frequently as they once did.
For example, the Barna Group (2014) noted that “regular” church attendance has
formerly been perceived as attending three or more times a month, whereas the current
interpretation allows attending once every four to six weeks. Even with the current
leniency in interpretation, overall church attendance has dropped from 43% in 2004 to a
current 36% (Barna Group, 2014). Pew (2014) reported a downward shift in weekly
church attendance from 39% in 2007 to 36% in 2014.
LifeWay (2006) reported on the reasons people leave church. Among the group
of non-churchgoers surveyed, 59% reported that they left church because of changes in
4

life situations; 19% left because they were too busy; 17% left because family/home
responsibilities prevented attendance; and 37% left because they were disenchanted with
either the pastor or the church. Factors contributing to disenchantment were behaviors of
church members. Specifically, 17% of the non-churchgoers reported that church
members seemed judgmental and hypocritical, and 12% reported that the church was run
by cliques that discouraged involvement. Other factors contributing to disenchantment
included 14% of non-churchgoers felt the church was not helping them develop
spiritually, and 14% also reported they had stopped believing in organized religion. The
response of the church after the non-churchgoers left the church also led to
disenchantment as 16% of the non-churchgoers reported that no one from the church
contacted them after they left. Another 16% reported that nobody seemed to care that
they left.
In 2010, the Barna Group noted that 28% of American adults reported that in the
past six months they had attended no church activities. Of that number, 37% cited
negative past experiences with church people as the reason for avoiding church (Barna
Group, 2010). In another report, the Barna Group (2011) noted that 16% acknowledged
hurtful experiences in church. However, there are not explanations of the experiences to
accompany these statistics of negative interactions and disaffection.
One factor gaining attention is an acknowledgment of those who have been
disaffected with church and are emotionally alienated. Disaffection with church
underscores a breach in social integration. Cohen (2004) cites Brissette, Cohen, and
Seeman’s (2000) definition of social integration, defining it as an array of social
relationships that involve an active component of activities and relationships and a
5

cognitive component of identification and communality. Disaffection with church results
in a breach in activities, relationships, identification, and/or communality, which may
have mental health consequences.
For the purpose of this study, a distinction was made between disillusionment and
disaffection. Wright (2014) defined disillusionment as cognitive disengagement that
disrupts, challenges, or destroys belief. Wright defined disaffection as affective
disengagement. In this study, disillusionment was defined as an awareness that
circumstances are not what one had hoped or expected (Wright, 2014). Disaffection
moved beyond disillusionment to acknowledge an alienation that motivates a turning
away from what was once meaningful. The purpose of this study was to explore the
perspectives of members of Southern Baptist churches who experienced disaffection as a
result of marginalization within the church as they practiced their religious faith.
Statement of the Problem
Most Americans claim that religion is important, and yet the leading religious
indicator, church attendance, reveals a faltering interest in religion in America (Barna
Group, 2014; Pew, 2014). The contradiction between the expressed importance of
religion and lack of corroboration of that credo warrants explanation. While statistics
have been gathered of those people who say they do not attend church, their reasons for
not attending have not been fully explored.
Literature has suggested that religious participation is associated with better
physical and mental health and more social support. The importance of religion to
Americans substantiates ASERVIC’s emphasis on addressing religious and spiritual
dimensions in counseling.
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However, a rising percentage of Americans are becoming disaffected with their faith
communities (Barna Group, 2010, 2011; LifeWay, 2014). Research is needed to
understand the inhibiting factors of this disaffection and their impact on mental health
and wellness.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study was to explore the perspectives of members of Southern
Baptist churches who experienced disaffection as a result of marginalization within the
church as they practiced their religious faith. Personal experiences of marginalization that
forced individuals into out-groups were examined to understand dimensions of negative
interactions, both personal and institutional, and the precipitating factors and
consequences of such interactions which led to disaffection. This narrative study gave
individuals an opportunity to introspectively consider how they perceived themselves and
others in the context of negative church experiences.
This study examined the nature and types of negative experiences in church
settings. In Sue’s work on microaggressions (2010), he described environmental,
institutional, and interpersonal experiences that devalue and marginalize people. The
microaggressions literature has addressed the marginalization of adoption (Garber &
Grotevant, 2015), religion (Dupper, Forrest-Bank, & Lowry-Carusillo, 2014), fat (Owen,
2012), mental illness (Gonzales, Davidoff, Nadal, & Yanos, 2015), gender and sexual
orientation (Nadal et al., 2015), and race (Nadal et al., 2015), to name only a few.
Examining negative experiences as described in the microaggressions literature informed
this study by calling into question the degree of toleration one must experience before
there is an acknowledgment of marginalization.
7

Because the sources of these negative experiences were also explored in this
study, Social Identity Theory (SIT) was used to provide the theoretical framework for
categorization and identification of the participants within groups in church that lead to
marginalization. SIT provided understanding of the group processes that support social
identity and group competition. It offered an explanation of in-group/out-group
motivations and behaviors. Willetts and Clarke (2012) used SIT to conceptualize their
study on the professional identity of nurses. In studies by Hayward and Elliott (2009,
2011), social identification as described in SIT was integral to their studies of
prototypical behaviors benefiting well-being. Shaules (2011), in his dissertation, used
SIT to explore behaviors of the apostle Paul and the people in the church at Galatia.
Using SIT’s theoretical concepts of categorization and group identity, these studies
provided understanding for the group processes that trigger competition and create fertile
soil for negative personal experiences that may lead to disaffection.
The personal consequences of negative experiences were explored in this study,
particularly as they related to self- and group-identity influences and to religious and
spiritual development. SIT offered explanations and examples of the consequences of
processes involved in the categorization and identification of individuals. The literature
on microaggressions elucidated the effects of marginalization resulting from
categorization and clarified types of behaviors perceived as marginalizing (e.g., ForrestBank & Jenson, 2015; Gonzales et al., 2015; Holder, Jackson, & Ponterotto, 2015).
Therapeutic implications for counseling professionals and possible approaches for church
professionals for making amends were explored.
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Overview of Methodology
The purpose of this study was to explore the perspectives of members of Southern
Baptist churches who experienced disaffection as a result of marginalization within
church as they practiced their religious faith. A qualitative study was appropriate for this
study to understand interpretations the participants assigned to their experiences and the
meanings ascribed to them (Merriam, 2009). This was a narrative qualitative study that
aimed to tell the experiences of people’s lives in such a way to offer explanation for why
a person did what he or she did (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000).
This study used purposeful snowball sampling. The criteria were membership in
a Southern Baptist church and disaffection from that church for some period of time.
Participants for the study were identified by the researcher or the participants as someone
who had experienced disaffection with church. Initial contact was made by the
researcher to corroborate that the individual had experienced disaffection with church.
Research questions were answered by collecting data from interviews. A total of 10
participants were interviewed, 5 in 2 pilot studies, and 5 in the current study. An
observer intimately related to each of seven participants was also interviewed for
perspective on the participant’s experience. Member-checking interviews followed the
initial interviews. Archival data were also secured. Interviews and archival data were
analyzed for patterns and themes, and findings were reported in this dissertation.
The Research Questions
The research questions for this study addressed the experience of being
disaffected in a Southern Baptist church in the process of practicing one’s religion. The
following research questions informed this study:
9

1.

What experiences contribute to individuals becoming disaffected with
their faith community?

2.

How do the negative experiences which lead to disaffection in church
change one’s life?

3.

What mental health concerns have resulted from disaffection within the
church?

4.

After the experience of disaffection with one’s faith community, what
elements might be involved in restoration?
Significance of the Study

ASERVIC, a division of ACA, supports the significance of religion as an
important component human of development. However, the practice of religion, once
significant in American life, has been on the decline in recent years. Data offer some
reasons for Americans’ motivation to leave church, including negative interactions.
Because there is very little literature on negative interactions in church (Ellison, Zhang,
Krause, & Marcum, 2009; Krause, Chatters, Meltzer, & Morgan, 2000), very little
literature describes how individuals become disaffected with church. This study explored
the dimensions of negative interactions for both the individual and the church. It
identified precipitating factors as well as consequences.
This study added to the literature on how people become disaffected with church
due to negative interactions within the church, resulting in marginalization, by: (1)
identifying group processes that marginalize individuals; (2) describing marginalizing
10

behaviors that marginalize individuals outside the in-group; and (3) articulating the
impact of disaffection on the mental health of the individual.
This study also informed counselors’ work with Americans disaffected with their
faith communities. It: (1) clarified concerns of self- and group identity; (2) lent
understanding to concerns of religious and spiritual development; and (3) examined
effects of disaffection with church on personal mental health issues such as meaning in
life, self-identity, religious identity, self-esteem, and depression.
Definitions
Church: A group of people who have voluntarily united to express their common beliefs
in religious practice (Southern Baptist Convention, n.d.). This study
acknowledged that church may be considered a spiritual community or an actual
building in which one practices one’s religious beliefs. For the sake of this study,
however, the church is a group of people.
Church attendees: Individuals who attend religious services (Hayward & Elliott, 2009).
Disaffection: Affective disengagement from a group (Wright, 2014).
Disillusionment: Cognitive disengagement that disrupts, challenges, or destroys belief
(Wright, 2014).
Group identity: Criteria as part of a group based on cognition and awareness of
membership that connotes embedded value, and frequently, emotional investment
(Tajfel, 1982).
Group membership: An individual’s participation in a group that has specific criteria for
identity (Tajfel & Turner, 1986).
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In-groups: The group representing the most favorable characteristics; the one to which
the individual belongs (Shaules, 2011; Tajfel, 1982).
Marginalization: Existence on the outer limits of social desirability or favor; experiencing
social injustice, inequality, or exclusion (Sue, 2010).
Metacontrast: Highlighting the greatest differences between groups (Shaules, 2011).
Microaggressions: “…brief everyday exchanges that send denigrating messages to certain
individuals because of their group membership” (Sue, 2010, p. 24).
Microassaults: Attitudes, beliefs, or behaviors indicative of conscious, deliberate bias that
marginalize groups (Sue, 2010).
Microinsults: Subtle or unconscious snubs that marginalize groups (Sue, 2010).
Microinvalidations: Cues that nullify the experience of marginalized groups (Sue, 2010).
Narrative qualitative study: Providing narratives and systematically investigating
narrative accounts to understand causal connections between events (Clandinin &
Connelly, 2000).
Out-groups: The group representing the least desirable characteristics; the one to which
the individual does not belong (Shaules, 2011; Tajfel, 1982).
Prototypes: The object or person representing the most characteristics of a category
(Tajfel, 1982).
Religion: Adherence to a tradition of agreed-upon beliefs and practices relating to the
sacred (Harrington et al., 2001; Pargament, 1999; Worthington, Hook, Davis, &
McDaniel, 2011).
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Religious practice: Participation in behaviors, such as church attendance, prayer, Bible
study, religious beliefs, rituals, and religious coping, that reflect interest in the
sacred (Hill et al., 2000; Pargament, 1999).
Sacred: “A person, an object, a principle, or a concept that transcends the self” (Hill et
al., 2000, p. 64).
Social categorization: Divisions of the relevant aspects of social environment into
pertinent social criteria to separate people into in-groups and out-groups (Tajfel,
Billig, & Bundy, 1971).
Social identification: Membership in a group that provides important self-definition
(Deaux, Reid, Mizrahi, & Ethier, 1995).
Social identity theory: An analysis of identity that is informed by group membership and
group processes (Hogg, 2006).
Social support: The psychological and material resources from relationships that enable
one to cope with stress, believing that esteem and obligations are mutual (Cobb,
1976; Cohen, 2004).
Southern Baptists: People who have joined a Southern Baptist church (Southern Baptist
Convention, n.d.).
Southern Baptist church: A church that has stated an intent to align itself with the
Southern Baptist Convention and contribute to its causes (Southern Baptist
Convention, n.d.).
Southern Baptist Convention: A network of over 50,000 cooperating Baptist churches
that support a group of ministries (Southern Baptist Church, n.d.).
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Spirituality: A search for the highest of human potential related to the sacred (Pargament,
1999).
Stereotype: A generalized concept of an individual, usually based on preconceived ideas
(Tajfel, 1982).
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CHAPTER II
LITERATURE REVIEW
This chapter begins with a description of two pilot studies which motivated and
informed this study. To facilitate an understanding of the experiences of Americans who
have become disaffected with their churches, this chapter reviews the literature in the
following areas: a) theoretical framework: SIT; b) the changing face of religion in
American culture; c) religion’s influence on health; d) the social context of religion; e)
the social context of congregational support; f) the negative effects of religion; g)
microaggressions; h) features of interpersonal relationships within church; i) religion and
Fowler’s Faith Development theory; j) disaffection with church; k) mental health
concerns; and l) the Southern Baptist Convention.
Pilot Studies
Two pilot studies, one conducted in the summer of 2014 and the other in the fall
of 2015, informed the direction of this qualitative study. Both pilot studies were
conducted to meet the requirements of doctoral-level qualitative coursework. Only the
initial participant interviews were conducted for each of these pilot studies. Both studies
were initiated to gain understanding of the phenomenon of church members leaving a
faith community in which they were emotionally invested and in which they were
practicing their religious beliefs.
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Pilot study 1
The first study, Negative Interpersonal Transgressions in Southern Baptist Churches:
The Anger Came After all the Hurt, described the experiences of people who had broken
off their relationship with their church due to painful interpersonal experiences with other
church members. Underlying factors of the experience, support systems, and
consequences were described. This study included three participants, two males and one
female. All three were members of Southern Baptist churches at the time of the incidents
described. At the time of the study, one was no longer a member of a Southern Baptist
church, one had left one Southern Baptist church and joined another, and one had left a
Southern Baptist church but later returned to the same church. The two males were
teenagers when they were marginalized in a Southern Baptist church. Each male
attended a different church. The female was a midlife adult when she experienced
marginalization. Pseudonyms were used for all participants, and identifying contextual
details were disguised.
Table 1
Pilot study 1 participant profiles.
Participant

Age

Gender

Reason for
marginalization

Length of
disaffiliation

Chloe

55

Female

Gender

4 years

Landry

29

Male

Nonconforming

3 years

Reid

34

Male

Nonconforming

20 years
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Understanding the general consensus that interpersonal interactions are inherent
in church relationships, this phenomenological qualitative study used the following
research questions:
1.

What negative interpersonal transgressions happened in one’s relationship
with one’s church?

2.

What emotional consequences resulted from negative interpersonal
transgressions in church?

3.

What resources were available to one struggling with negative
interpersonal transgressions in church?

4.

What were the consequences for one’s religious and spiritual life as a
result of negative interpersonal transgressions within one’s church?

Pilot study 2
The second study, a narrative qualitative study, was titled Microaggressions in
Southern Baptist Churches. Painful interpersonal experiences were described that
marginalized the individuals within their church. This study clarified the understanding
that the consequences of marginalization led to individuals breaking their relationship
with church. Two participants, a male and a female, both midlife adults and members of
the same Southern Baptist church at the time of disaffection, were interviewed. At the
time of the study each of these participants had left the church and joined another church
of a different denomination. Pseudonyms were used for all participants, and identifying
contextual details were disguised.
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Table 2
Pilot study 2 participant profiles.
Participant

Age

Gender

Reason for
marginalization

Length of
disaffiliation

Audrey

66

Female

Dissimilarity

3 years

Reagan

58

Male

Dissimilarity

16 years

Informed by the first pilot study, this study asked the following research
questions:
1.

How are relationships to church broken?

2.

How does a broken church relationship change one’s life?

3.

What effects of a broken church relationship persist in one’s life?

Pilot study themes
Two salient themes emerged from these pilot studies: the relevant role of group
identity, and marginalization by others. In both of these studies, the participants
described feeling marginalized. Both studies describe judgmental attitudes, many of
which were prejudiced by preconceived bias. The concept of leadership, both volunteer
lay leadership and paid ministerial leadership, was called into question in each of these
studies in the participants’ longing for amelioration of painful experiences. Both pilot
studies suggested that negative past experiences, such as thinking differently, being
shunned because of getting a divorce, or disagreeing with church leaders, interfered with
church attendance. Some of the participants were never accepted as part of an in-group.
Some participants experienced being part of an in-group before being marginalized for
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inclusion in the out-group. The experiences of the five participants in these two studies
led the researcher to SIT and the microaggressions literature.
Each of these pilot studies highlighted the role of group identity within the
religious community as an integral aspect of the disaffection experienced by the
participants in the studies (Billig & Tajfel, 1973; Burris & Jackson, 2000; Hogg, 2006).
Each participant recounted a narrative describing alienation from “the” group, although
the alienation found justification in different characteristics. As one participant, Chloe,
described it, she felt “…second class. You don’t matter.” Similarly, Reid worded his
alienation this way:
If you don’t fit this mold, they... either not necessarily will ridicule you in your
face, but there’s always little cliques and groups that will not hang out with you,
will not even want to sit with you at church and talk with you at church because
you don’t fit in their specific mold.
Participants in the pilot studies described marginalization by others resulting from
categorization and in-group/out-group identification within the membership of the
church. Chloe recounted, “We were in a sense dismissed…or given…sort of ‘pat’
answers, and the serious questions were not really addressed.” Landry, another
participant, described his experience:
It was little things like, I’ll say hey in the hallway, and you won’t even
acknowledge that I’m there. Or, you know, people would be giggling and
laughing, and you walk up to the conversation, and then they kind of look at you
like, “Uh, I’m sorry, but you’re not part of this group.”
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Recognizing the role of group identity and marginalization, this investigator
became interested in investigating these concepts. This investigation led to a perusal of
social psychology literature and SIT. SIT addresses identity as it relates to group
membership and the bias that naturally results with group identifications. SIT, as it
relates to group membership, was identified as an appropriate framework for examining
group identity. Further, the literature on microaggressions described the questions with
which the participants struggled due to marginalization by others. Out-group
characteristics forced them to the fringes of what they had expected to be a supportive
congregation.
Results from the two pilot studies suggested that social identity was a salient
motivating influence in religious participation, with church members categorizing
themselves and other members (Billig & Tajfel, 1973; Carter, 2013; Ellison, Roalson,
Guillory, Flanelly, & Marcum, 2010). The pilot studies emphasized distinctions that
result in in-groups and out-groups within the church membership. Participants in the
pilot studies were members of a group identified as a church but found that within that
group they were marginalized because they did not possess characteristics of the ingroup. SIT provided the framework for identifying the processes of categorization,
identification, and alienation in this study.
The two pilot studies also highlighted the subtlety of the marginalization
experienced by members of the religious community who were not identified with the ingroup. The recent literature on microaggressions offers a framework for delineating
characteristics of interactions within the religious community. Descriptive of a
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microassault, or a conscious, deliberate bias, Chloe described the comments of one
gentleman who was in disagreement with her:
…he was just one of those, the pastor said it, this is the Lord’s will, therefore I’m
going to do it, and if you’re not in line with this and… if you’re not…following
the superior’s orders then there’s something wrong with you. And so I guess that
was a way he could, shake the dust off his feet.
Microinsults, the subtle or unconscious snubs of marginalization were described
by Audrey. She said, “I was sunshine for the thing. So there was not a person to do that
for me. But, it was… it just hit me, where are my friends? That I thought were my
friends. And honestly, nothing.”
Microinvalidation, or nullifying the experience of a marginalized group, was also
perceived by Audrey:
We just like things to begin and end and not have to deal with the dirty, muddled,
muddy, messy stuff. I mean, we never offered counseling at our church…So, it
was bury our heads in the sand, do the things that are fun…
A pattern emerged from the results of the two pilot studies. Participants did not
simply tire of going to church or decide they were more interested in other activities.
They were interested and engaged in their churches, but certain interactions marginalized
them. The emotions and cognitions resulting from these marginalizations resulted in
disaffection. This information provided the motivation for studying microaggressions
and marginalization within the Southern Baptist church.
In summary, the pilot study participants identified negative interpersonal
interactions which led to marginalization and then to disaffection. They described
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experiences of categorization which made them feel excluded from the in-group. These
stories of marginalization and categorization led to SIT and microaggressions, which are
reviewed in the next section of this review.
Theoretical Framework
SIT guided this research study. SIT is used to explain social identity in group
processes in various settings. The social integration inherent in church settings led this
investigator to incorporate SIT into the framework of this study. SIT was the platform
used for exploring the formation and interaction of groups in the church setting.
Social Identity Theory (SIT)
Tajfel and Turner are credited with the development of SIT in the early 1970s.
They did not base this theory of group processes on interpersonal interactions but rather
on social categorization (Hogg, 2006). Individuals categorize themselves and others by
identifying with attributes characteristic of a group. In this way they reduce uncertainty
of identity and behavior because the norms of the group describe acceptable interactions
and behaviors. Groups are thus formed by people who share the same social identity and
an emotional investment in the group.
Churches, particularly conservative Protestant churches, are known for
developing faith communities that include people similar to themselves (Chou, 2008;
Nauta, 2007; Scheitle & Adamczyk, 2009). SIT offers a valid explanation for this
phenomenon. Understanding the process of categorization and its impact on group
process clarifies behavioral motivation within and between groups. SIT conceptualizes
interactions as processes rather than as behaviors of individuals. Explanations may help
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alleviate problems within the group process or may ameliorate the difficulties
experienced within the process. For example, in the first pilot study Chloe described her
identity within her church this way:
That church was as familiar, and when I say church, I mean the building, but I
also mean the people, I mean, and more importantly, the people. These were
people who I’ve known since before I was born, or they knew me. I felt at home
there; I felt comfortable there. It was like being in my own home amongst my
own family. I mean…it was nothing unfamiliar or uncomfortable.
Chloe was identifying with people she had known her entire life, people that were like
her. Yet their behavior had become an enigma to her. SIT offers an explanation for this
experience based on process that could remove personalities from the interaction and put
the focus on process.
Although people have numerous personal and social identities (Hogg, 2006), the
salience of identity is determined by how descriptive the identity is of the individual
(Randel, 2002). In-group members share an identity with similar views and behaviors,
and identity verification is confirmed by others. This group’s identification then becomes
descriptive, informing the individual how he or she acts, as well as prescriptive,
informing the individual how he or she should act (Burris & Jackson, 2000). The
individual who does not evaluate the self by the shared social identity does not typically
think or behave as a group member. As Reid described this experience of not fitting the
prototype, “It was just a bunch of hypocrites saying what you should or should not do.”
Chou (2008) described churches as groups of people with religious intent. SIT describes
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a group with common intent as an in-group. SIT justifies salient identity within the ingroup, offering an explanation for the need for verification of that identity.
Conformity is essential to group existence, with group members sharing views
and behaviors. Gossip, participation in a conversation of evaluative comments about a
person who is not present in the conversation, is a common reinforcement of group
norms. Gossip establishes norms and boundaries and identifies in-groups and out-groups
(Foster, 2004). Gossip is a mechanism for critiquing an errant group member (Foster).
In the pilot studies, Landry tried to take the high road in his attitude about gossip. He
said, “That’s another thing about these people... and I guess it’s people in
general…gossip is a lot more fun than other things.” In the pilot studies, being the
subject of talk, easily construed as gossip, was particularly detrimental. Although SIT
may not assuage the painful repercussions of gossip, it explains its usefulness in the
group process. Here again, understanding such behavior as part of a process rather than
as a personal indictment may ameliorate the negative response.
Self is described by social identity, including how one perceives self conforming
to norms and also how others perceive one conforming to norms. Similarities are drawn
with the in-group, and distinctions are made with the out-group. Because the individual’s
social identity is wrapped up in the group norms, group status then becomes central to
self-enhancement. In the first pilot study, Reid described competition in the church:
“Most of the ones [churches] I’ve been to have been really judgmental and really fickle
about their congregation and how they perceive one another. And it’s not as friends. It’s
more of a competition.”

24

In the process of self-categorization, individuals are looking for attributes of
groups that help identify and describe themselves. Ysseldyk, Matheson, and Anisman
(2010) noted religion’s role in self-categorization. Individuals look at religious groups
and religious traditions and self-categorize by seeing how those religious groups and
practices fit their personal identity. Ysselldlyk et al. noted that satisfaction with this
identity must be reinforced by one’s religious community to contribute to life
satisfaction.
Hayward and Elliott (2009) studied social attractiveness in religious settings and
contended that the study of SIT may offer a framework for understanding how the
relationship to church groups may influence well-being in church members. Because we
have already noted that greater religiosity is positively related to greater psychological
well-being, maintaining an approving relationship to church groups becomes an
important factor in avoiding marginalization that might lead to disaffection. Hayward
and Elliott (2011) found that people received more support when they felt like good
group members. As noted in SIT, social identity is confirmed within the context of the
group.
In brief, the literature on SIT describes self-categorization as a process by which
individuals categorize themselves and others into groups. This categorization mandates
individual conformity to the group norms resulting in competition between groups that
are identified as in-groups and out-groups. Delineating between these groups sometimes
leads to changes within the individual church. However, changes are taking place in the
overall practice of religion in America, which is the topic of our next section, the
changing face of religion in American culture.
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The Changing Face of Religion in American Culture
Because the focus of the current study was on religion, the introduction began
with a look at religion’s place in America. Statistics and history verify the role of
religion in American culture. The practice of religion is not merely a freedom to be
protected as one of Americans’ inalienable rights. Religion, for many Americans, is
integral in their pursuit of happiness. The Barna Group (2014), Gallup (2012), and Pew
(2008, 2014) interviewed thousands of Americans to verify religious trends in America.
The Barna Group (2011) reported that while 83% of the 1,000 adults they
surveyed identified as Christian, 28% did not attend any church activities in the last six
months. Pew’s (2014) Religious Landscape Study, based on a nationally representative
telephone survey of 35,071 American adults, found that 70% identified as Christian and
22.8% claimed to be unaffiliated with any religion. LifeWay Research (2007), the
research arm of the Southern Baptist Convention, reported that less than 20% of
Americans regularly attend church, and over seven million people may annually leave
churches.
Some researchers describe a bleaker picture for churches. Noting the discrepancy
between how many Americans claimed regular church attendance in response to surveys
and the number of Americans who were actually counted in America’s churches on
Sundays, Hadaway and Marler’s study (2005) attempted to get a more accurate
assessment. They estimated the number of churches in America and the number of
attendees, and then devised a system for comparing groups surveyed and the types of
churches they attended. Their report indicated that 21% of Americans attend church
weekly, approximately half the number reported by Gallup. Hadaway and Marler noted
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that reporting church attendance is a behavioral self-report, which is subject to recall.
They also noted that for behaviors that are socially approved, people tend to report what
they would like to do. It would then seem that America’s historical legacy of religiosity
and Americans’ claim to religiosity might thus influence their self-reporting religious
behaviors. Many Americans are interested in religion and find it important. However,
there are obviously some factors inhibiting the relationship between Americans and their
churches.
Church attendance tends to increase over the life span into older adulthood
(Hayward & Krause, 2013b; Pew, 2014). Conceivably, the aging of the large cohort of
the Boomer generation, born between 1946 and 1964, would cause church attendance
rates to increase. However, this has not been the case. In fact, the Barna Group (2011)
reported that the number of people claiming to be unchurched, or unaffiliated with any
church group, more than doubled in the 20 years from 1991 to 2011. In 1991 the
unchurched were 24% of the sample; in 2011 they were more than 50%. The generation
known as Millennials, born between 1980 and 2000, is now the largest generation. The
Barna Group (2013) specifically reported on Millennials and noted that the number of
Millennials claiming to be unchurched increased from 44% to 52% in the decade from
2003 to 2013.
In their research, the Barna Group (2006), reported extensively on the religious
preferences and practices of the Millennial generation. They noted that the emerging
generations are less interested in religious doctrine and more interested in relationships
and experiences. Millennials who remained in the church are twice as likely to have an
adult friend in the church as those who have not remained in the church (Barna Group,
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2013). The Barna Group reported that for every 10 Millennials leaving the church, seven
could not claim a close adult friendship within the church.
LifeWay Research (2007) also found that relationships play an important role in
keeping people connected to church. LifeWay found that 50% of the 18-22 year olds
who dropped out of church for at least a year returned to church at the urging of family
and friends. This trend, emphasizing relationships within the church, is significant
because this study explored dimensions of negative interactions within the church and the
mental health consequences of such interactions.
In short, researchers who have for years reported on the stability of religion’s
place in America have begun to report a decline in Americans’ interest in religion. They
report that although most Americans claim to be religious Americans are increasingly
questioning the validity of religion. Because religion has been linked to improved mental
and physical health, the next section of this review looks at the influence of religion on
health even as Americans’ interest in religion seems to be on the decline.
Religion’s Influence on Health
The preponderance of Americans who claim to be religious may help explain the
profusion of studies that examine the relationship between religion/spirituality and health.
George, Ellison, and Larson (2002) noted four dimensions of religious practice that have
been studied in relation to health: church attendance; denominational affiliation; private
religious practice; and religious coping, or turning to religion for comfort. The religious
dimension most closely related to health is church attendance (Ellison, Boardman,
Williams, & Jackson, 2001; George et al., 2013; Lewis, Shevlin, Francis, & Quigley,
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2011). However, Ellison, Boardman, et al. reported that multiple dimensions of religious
involvement impact multiple aspects of health, both mental and physical.
In Lewis et al., (2011) data were gathered from the Northern Ireland Health and
Social Wellbeing Survey and included 5,205 individuals in their sample. One purpose of
their study was to add to the existing knowledge related to church attendance and
religiosity. They found that greater frequency of church attendance was positively
related to greater psychological well-being.
In a meta-analysis of religion and mortality, McCullough, Hoyt, Larson, Koenig,
and Thoresen (2000) cited studies from six databases related to medicine, psychology,
nursing, and education. They crossed research terms related to religion and health. They
examined references of studies from other studies. They interviewed three experts and
explored previous literature reviews. Using 41 research reports, their meta-analysis of
religion and mortality represented 125,826 participants (McCullough et al.). They
concluded that the association between religious involvement and mortality is robust yet
poorly understood.
Different dimensions of religion have been studied in relation to multiple aspects
of physical and mental health, such as anxiety, hope and optimism, risky behaviors,
emotional suffering, and better health habits, (George et al., 2013); psychological wellbeing and morale (Lincoln, 2000); self- efficacy (George et al., 2002); and depression
(Exline, Yali, & Sanderson, 2000; Rosmarin, Pargament, & Mahoney, 2009; Smith,
McCullough, & Poll, 2003).
In his review of empirical research on religion and mental health, Levin (2010)
reviewed concepts of religion and of mental health. He then summarized the empirical
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literature addressing religion and mental health. He reported that religious involvement
provides a protective effect for mental illness and psychological distress.
Religiosity was found to be positively correlated with the health-related quality of
life of Christians undergoing hemodialysis for chronic kidney disease (Cruz et al., 2016).
Cruz et al. included 100 participants in their study. Each of these participants had been
diagnosed with end stage renal disease and was on dialysis. Each participant filled out a
three-part structured questionnaire, with parts for demographics, religious involvement,
and quality of life. Cruz et al. found a positive correlation between quality of life and
religious involvement. Both organizational and non-organizational religious activities
were found to be positively related to quality of life for hemodialysis patients.
Increasingly, religion has been associated with better physical and mental health.
Fewer illnesses are reported among those who attend religious services once a week, and
quicker recoveries when struggling with an illness and longer survival rates are reported
for those who attend services regularly (George, Ellison, & Larson, 2002). In their metaanalytic study, McCullough et al., (2000) also found a robust effect for the association of
religious involvement with higher odds of survival.
From a meta-analysis of religiosity and mental health, Hackney and Sanders
(2003) concluded that a beneficial relationship exists between religion and psychological
adjustment. They used such search terms as “religiosity and mental health” and
“religiosity and depression” to search four databases. They reported that regardless of the
definitions of religion or mental health, there is a beneficial relationship between the two.
Shaw, Joseph, and Linley (2005) commented on the impact of religion in recovery
from trauma. They noted that religion can facilitate psychological recovery after trauma.
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They also stated that religion enhances meaning of life, social support, acceptance of
difficulties, and belief system.
Studies of religion and health from various regions of the United States do not
suggest regional differences in the relationship of religion with health (George et al.,
2002). It appears that the different geographical regions may practice religion differently,
but attitudes toward religion in the various regions are comparable. The multiple
dimensions of religious practice, as well as the multiple aspects of physical and mental
health, create a complex network of relationships that are not easy to delineate but should
be examined.
The scope of this study does not permit the identification or definition of the
various relational configurations of the dimensions of religion with the multiple aspects
of health. However, as Pargament (2002) has noted, positive and negative influences of
religion are linked to well-being. Thus disaffection with one’s religious community could
significantly impact one’s well-being, including mental health, by impinging on meaning
and purpose in life, positive attitudes and behaviors, and social networks.
To summarize, many dimensions of religion have been specifically studied in
relation to many dimensions of mental and physical health. Although the specific reasons
are not always clearly understood, there is a robust relationship between religion and
mental and physical health. Social support, reviewed in the next section, plays a part in
the relationship between religion and mental and physical health.
Social Context of Religion
The definition of religion includes a social component. Both religion and social
support are understood to influence health whereas stress is known to impair health.
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Religion may offer a buffer for stress because of its inherent social support from others in
the congregation who are similar to themselves. Such homogeneity describes Southern
Baptist congregations. Strong social support within the church fosters church
participation.
Religion is a multidimensional construct with a social component included in its
conceptualization. Given the importance of social interaction in churches, it is necessary
to consider the implications of social relationships in the church. Schlehofer, Omoto, and
Adelman’s (2008) study found that people include socialization and connection with
friends in their definition of religion. In their qualitative study with 67 older adults aged
61 – 93, they purposed to clarify what religion means to lay people (i.e., individuals not
in paid ministry positions). Trained interviewers conducted semistructured interviews,
which were recorded, transcribed, and coded. Two coders coded 20% (13) of the
interviews. Then, with a 91% agreement across all coding categories between the coders,
one coder coded the remaining interviews (Schlehofer et al.) Schlehofer et al. reported
that participants’ definition of religion, distinct from their definition of spirituality,
includes a sense of community. In their discussion of the concept of religion versus
spirituality, Hill et al. (2000) identified support from community as an important concept
in the definition of religion. Worthington, Hook, Davis, and McDaniel (2011) concurred
with their definition of religion that seeks agreement in community.
Numerous studies verify the relationship of social factors to various dimensions
of health. Social relationships are positively related to physical and mental health
(Cohen, 2004; Ellison, Zhang, Krause, & Marcum, 2009; Lincoln, 2000). George et al.
(2002) describe the relationship between social support and health as robust. Social
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support is the psychological and material resources from relationships that enable
individuals to cope with stress (Cohen, 2004). Holt-Lunstad, Smith, and Layton (2010)
found in their meta-analysis that social relationships predict mortality. Uchino’s (2006)
study verified the relationship between social support and lower rates of morbidity and
mortality. Kiecot-Glaser, Gouin, and Hantsoo’s (2010) work centered on the link
between social relationships and inflammation.
Cohen (2004) discussed the ways in which social factors promote health through
stress buffering and main effects. Stress buffering occurs when social contacts provide
material and psychological resources to cope with stress. Cohen noted that the perception
that support is available can be more effective in stress buffering than the actual support.
In describing main effects, Cohen noted that peer pressure and social controls influence
healthy behaviors. Social support within the church could promote health through both
stress buffering and main effects.
Stress is a prevalent concern in American culture. In a landmark work Holmes
and Rahe (1967) conducted a study for the purpose of quantifying the magnitude of
change in life adjustment as a result of certain social events. Beginning with 43 life
events that were previously identified as significantly influencing the onset of illness,
they devised a method for rating the degree of readjustment necessary to resume the
steady process of life after each of these 43 events. With a convenience sample of 394
people, they scaled the intensity and the duration of these readjustments, “regardless of
the desirability of this event” (p. 213) and assigned each a number to indicate the
magnitude of the readjustment. Although the events were identified in two categories,
negative events and desirable events, a common theme emerged: Each event, whether
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negative or desirable, was associated with some adjusted change in the steady pattern of
the individual’s life. Interestingly, the significance of the 43 events found such
consensus that they transcended demographic data, such as sex, age, marital status,
religion, race, or education. Among the events scaled were revision of personal habits,
major change in church activities, and major change in social activities. Of interest for
this study, each of these events may occur when a person’s relationship with church is
disrupted.
Stone, Cross, Purvis, and Young (2004) identified a crisis as an “internal reaction
to an external hazard” (p. 406). They described four elements of crisis: the external
hazard, one’s perception of the hazard, one’s ability and resources for coping with the
hazard, and the aftereffects of the acute crisis. They pointedly noted that the crisis is the
reaction rather than the precipitator. The participants in their study were 26 members of a
Southern Baptist church who had experienced a crisis such as accident, illness, death of
spouse or friend, spousal infidelity, or natural disaster within the two weeks prior to the
study. The presence of other people was one of the most significant beneficial resources
for moving beyond the crisis. Religious practices, such as prayer and the singing of
hymns, provided other powerful resources. Kindness and empathy were also significant
resources.
Stone et al. (2004) reported that crises raise questions of meaning and faith and
heighten psychological accessibility. Stone et al. ascribed care of people in crisis to a
task of ministry. Their study highlighted not only the social support available within a
faith community but also the religious characteristics of that support. For this
investigator, a question was raised about the support available within the faith community
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when the crisis impairs the relationship between the church member and the church
congregation.
Social support is important when an individual is under stress, but the
characteristics of that support may be particularly influenced within a church setting.
Scheitle and Adamczyk’s (2009) study was based on surveys from 78,127 individuals
and 392 churches from the U.S. Congregational Life Survey (USCLS). These
researchers set out to study the relationship between the exclusivity of theological beliefs
and friendships within the church. They began with the idea that attendance,
participation, and financial contributions to church are related to the individual’s social
network within the church group. They found that exclusivity of belief was related to the
number of friendships within the church. They also found support for the belief that
participation and support for the group increases if done with friends. Intense
involvement in one group inhibits bridges to other social groups. Scheitle and Adamczyk
found that leaving an intense network is difficult if there are no bridges to other groups.
The greater the investment is in one group, the more damaging it is when the relationship
to that group is severed.
Social support, which ameliorates the effects of stress, is a dimension of religion.
The dimension of social support is a vital part of the ministry of church. The social
context of congregations is reviewed in the next section of this review.
Social Context of Congregational Support
Churches are groups of people, many or most of whom have religious intentions.
Churches are known by the people in the congregation, and the people in the
congregation are in relationship with each other. In their Baptist Faith and Message,
35

Southern Baptists describe their churches as groups of people who share in faith and
fellowship, with each member accountable to the deity they name Christ (Southern
Baptist Convention, n.d.). It is interesting to note that Southern Baptists purpose to share
not only faith but also fellowship. These interpersonal relationships were central to this
study.
Several authors (Nauta, 2007; Scheitle & Adamczyk, 2009) have noted the
coterminous nature of perspectives within individual religious communities that leads to
frequent contact between members. However, it does not necessarily assume the
religious intent for church participation is coterminous. In other words the religious
intent for all people is not the same, the parameters that define those intents are not alike.
Nauta (2007) explained in his article that congregational identity results from the
attraction between people, producing congregations of “our kind of people.” He found
support for the idea that congregations are not identified by purpose or programs but by
relationships. He said that an organization is identified by the attributes of its people. An
organization’s identity is strengthened over time. However, stronger identity for the
organization may also lead to its degeneration unless a new leader is involved, creating a
new identity. Creating new identity, however, often leads to conflict.
Using data from the General Social Survey from 1972 through 2006, Scheitle and
Adamczyk (2009) used 30,523 cases to study the relationship between switching
religions and health. They found that people tend to affiliate with churches whose
members are like them, a characteristic noted particularly in conservative Protestant
congregations. Scheitle and Adamczyk noted groups of volunteers establishing strong
boundaries around themselves, creating in-groups and out-groups. The more exclusive
36

the theology in religious organizations, the more exclusive the friendships became, bound
by that belief system. Being accepted as a member of a certain religious organization lent
others the perception that the individual was like the group. As with Nauta (2007),
Scheitle and Adamczyk found that people join churches whose members are like them.
Chou (2008) described congregations as people with certain religious intentions.
Chou used a National Congregations Study with a sample of 1,236 congregations. From
this sample he received an 80% response rate to the General Social Survey, which asked
respondents to identify their congregation. Chou conducted one-hour interviews with a
key informant from each identified congregation. Results from these interviews led Chou
to the following conclusions: Older clergy have fewer conflict-related exits probably
because they are more skilled communicators with their church members. Also,
homogeneity of socioeconomic status and race decreased conflict-related exit. The less
formal authority of the charismatic churches decreased the likelihood of conflict-related
exit.
The strength of relationships of like-minded people lies not only in the quantity
but also the frequency of personal contact and in the variety and quality of supportive
relationships. The Barna Group ( 2006) identified a growing trend toward an emphasis
on relationships and experiences within the church. Although the trend is currently
growing, the social dimension of religious participation has long been noted.
In his study of frequency of church attendance and its relationship to social
support, Bradley (1995) used data from Americans Changing Lives: Wave 1, 1986. His
oft-cited study (1995), based on a survey with a sample of over 3,600 individuals,
confirmed the idea that frequent church attenders have more social contacts, both
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telephone contacts and in-person contacts. Bradley also found that frequent church
attenders view those contacts as more supportive than do less frequent attenders.
Hougland and Wood (1980) questioned a sample of 2,165 members of 58
Protestant churches in their exploration of variables of church participation and found the
most influential predictors of church participation were interpersonal influence and
reactions to church. Two of the correlates of reactions to church involved satisfaction
with members and ministers. Reactions to church were more strongly related to active
participation than to financial contributions. Reaction of the individual, a reflection of
the member’s expectations and experiences, was found to be the critical influence in
participation.
On the whole, congregations are made up of people like each other although they
may have different reasons for being involved in church. Interpersonal relationships in
church tend to be more meaningful within the congregation. Any relationship may
become problematic, however, as will be addressed in the following section on the
negative effects of religion.
Negative Effects of Religion
In spite of numerous studies endorsing the merits of religious affiliation and
practice, all interactions in the name of religion are not beneficial. Labianca and Brass
(2006) noted that there are positive and negative aspects in all relationships. They
credited negative relationships with creating social liabilities that adversely affect
behavior.
Ellison, Krause, Shepherd, and Chaves (2009) described reactions to negative
experiences within the church. They described negative emotions, such as anger,
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discomfort, discouragement, and sadness. They noted negative behaviors, such as
withdrawal from church participation and from social networks within the church. They
reported experiences of criticism, alienation, recrimination, accusation, and harsh words
and deeds.
Noting the relationship of church-based support to health, Ellison et al. (2009)
explored congregational factors in negative interactions. Using data from the General
Social Survey of the National Opinion Research Center and also data from the National
Congregations Study, they surveyed over 1,400 individuals and leaders from over 1,400
congregations. They found that members from very large congregations of over 2,500
members enjoyed less anticipated support, but they also experienced fewer negative
interactions. Ellison et al. recognized the moral accountability distinguishing most
church relationships and questioned whether negativity could not only inspire distress but
also spiritual growth. Although this issue has been left for further research, there is an
inherent assumption that negative interactions will instigate a change within the
individual, which may be a mental health concern.
Some studies support the idea that negative social interactions are more
significant in relation to health than positive social interactions or life events (Edwards,
Hershberger, Russell, & Markert, 2001; Rook, 1984). Fiske (1980) reported that the
negative is more informative and more rare. She also noted that attention to the negative
facilitates survival. Negative interactions are defined as actions by a member of an
individual’s social network that cause one distress (Lincoln, 2000). Examples of negative
interaction may include criticism, discouraging emotional expression, interfering in the

39

affairs of another, invading the privacy of another, or not fulfilling promises to another
(Lincoln, 2000).
Because of the justifications for lack of church attendance noted by the Barna
Group (2014) the ramifications of negative interactions deserve consideration. The Barna
Group’s (2014) research delineates generational groups: Millennials, who are age 30 and
under; GenXers, who are age 30–48; Boomers, who are age 49–67; and Elders, who are
over age 68. The Barna Group found that Millennials cited irrelevance, hypocrisy, and
moral failures of leaders as reasons for not attending church. In a representative sample
of all Americans, the major reasons they discovered were finding God elsewhere and the
irrelevance of church.
In 2008, the Barna Group noted that changes in reporting church attendance
needed to consider attendance in house churches, cyberchurches, and marketplace
ministries. Even so, the Barna Group reported that 28% of Americans reported being
unattached to a faith community for at least a year. Of that number, 37% cited negative
past experiences as the reason for avoiding church (Barna Group, 2008).
LifeWay Research (2014) surveyed 469 non-churchgoers and found that 37%
cited disillusionment with church as a reason for not attending church. Some nonchurchgoers cited their impressions of the church people as motivation for leaving
church. Of this group, 45% noted the judgmentalism and hypocrisy of the church
members as problematic.
As with the Barna Group and LifeWay, the Francis Schaeffer Institute has studied
the church’s relationship to culture. For 10 years Richard Krejcir of the Francis A.
Schaeffer Institute of Church Leadership Development tracked over 1,000 churches
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during the research for his doctoral dissertation addressing the reasons why churches fail.
He reported the top reasons people leave church: conflict and gossip, hypocrisy and
judgmental attitudes, and lack of concern or care from church people. Of the people who
stopped attending church, 91% cited conflict and gossip as the main factor, 78% cited
hypocrisy and judgmental attitudes, and 90% experienced feelings of rejection (Krejcir,
2007).
Literature on social support in religious settings has not kept pace with literature
on social support in secular settings (Krause, Ellison & Wulff, 1998; Merino, 2014).
Negative interactions in religious settings have received even less attention (Ellison et al.,
2009; Krause et al., 1999; Krause et al., 2000). Krause, Ellison, and Wulff (1998) noted
that most of the studies on negative interactions focused on congregational disputes over
policy, such as questions of ordaining homosexuals or women. They recognized that few
studies have addressed the mental health concerns of the individual that result from
negative interactions in the church. Examination of negative interactions merits study to
inform the discussion around whether negative social interactions are more deleterious to
well-being than positive interactions are beneficial (Ellison et al, 2009; Krause et al.,
2000; Rook, 1984). Such research could be particularly significant to the church, an
institution whose stated mission is altruistic.
To briefly sum up current knowledge of negative interactions relevant to this
study of disaffection, there are several basic features of negative interactions to consider.
Some of these are: a) negative interactions are linked to greater mortality risk (HoltLunstad, Smith, & Layton, 2010); b) negative interactions may stress the biological,
cognitive, and affective responses of the individual (Cohen, 2004; Jehn, 1995); c)
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negative interactions typically involve annoyance, criticism, rejection, tension, animosity,
anxiety, fear and depression (Jehn, 1995; Kiecolt-Glaser, Gouin, & Hantsoo, 2010; Rook,
1984); d) negative interactions express dissatisfaction (Dwyer, Schurr, & Oh, 1987); e)
negative interactions encourage withdrawal (Dwyer, Schurr, & Oh, 1987; Jehn, 1995);
and f) negative interactions have longer lasting impact than positive interactions
(Newsom, Nishishiba, & Morgan, 2003). These are discussed briefly in the following
paragraphs.
Negative interactions merit study because of their deleterious effects. In a meta
analysis using 148 studies, Holt-Lunstad, Smith, and Layton (2010) reported that
negative social interactions are linked to a greater risk of mortality. Jehn (1995) reported
that the stress of negative interactions limited cognitive processing and the assessment of
information. Cohen (2004) emphasized that negative interactions stress not only
cognitive but also biological and affective responses of the individual.
In a mixed methods design, Jehn (1995) surveyed 655 employees of a freight
company. She found that negative interactions created animosity and distress, increased
anxiety and fear, and encouraged withdrawal from the relationship. This concept was
confirmed in the pilot studies: the negative interactions motivated withdrawal from the
relationship. Also interested in negative interactions, Rook (1984) conducted 115
interviews with elderly women ages 65 – 89 to study problems in social relationships
among women. She described negative interactions as riddled with criticism and
rejection as was seen in the pilot studies. Rook also noted that the negative social
interactions were more powerful that the positive interactions. Unfortunately, there were
no significant positive interactions in the pilot studies to effectively examine this idea. In
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their summarization of evidence linked to negative interactions, Kiecolt-Glaser, Gouin,
and Hantsoo (2010) found that negative interactions frequently lead to depression.
Negative interactions express dissatisfaction (Dwyer, Schurr, and Oh, 1987).
Jehn (1995) and Dwyer, et al. noted that negative interactions encourage withdrawal from
the relationship. Dwyer, et al. described the tendency of withdrawal from the relationship
to be more unilateral. This tendency is descriptive of experiences in the pilot studies.
The participants withdrew from their churches. The unilateral quality of withdrawal
remained in question, however, because the response of the church was somewhat
ambiguous. Although none of the churches in the pilot studies officially
excommunicated the participant, the behavior of the church members essentially became
a withdrawal from the relationship.
Newsom, Nishishiba, and Morgan (2003) surveyed 277 adults over 65 in their
study of the independent effects of positive and negative social exchanges on older
adults’ psychological health. They reported that their most important result was
recognizing that negative social interactions have a longer lasting impact than positive
social interactions. This long lasting impact of negative interactions was evident in the
tension in the narratives of the pilot study participants. Regrettably there were no
positive social interactions with which to compare the negative interactions. Newsom, et
al. also reported that the most effective interventions for addressing negative interactions
are in attempting to prevent them or in alleviating the psychological consequences
resulting from them. Again, regrettably, with no attempts made for interventions, there
was no way to assess their effectiveness.
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Not only is there a need to study negative interpersonal interactions, there is a
need to understand the nature of such interactions and their descriptive characteristics.
The norm of social interactions even in secular settings presumes pleasant interchange,
with most people putting their best foot forward. Negative interpersonal interactions may
not be equal (Ellison et al., 2009). Ellison et al. iterated the idea that “even a modest
degree” (p. 426) of negativity impairs one’s mental health, with effects such as
depression, anxiety, and self-esteem concerns.
Krause et al. (2000) noted that replacing a positive interaction with a negative can
be especially pernicious; thus the deleterious effects of negative interaction within the
church could be exacerbated by one’s altruistic beliefs related to faith. Tenets of faith
communities are based on sacred texts that exhort members to encourage and help each
other. Negative interpersonal interactions in religious settings would be damaging by not
only recognizing vulnerabilities in one’s social network but also by compromising one’s
belief in a caring, helpful religious community. Krause et al. suggested that unresolved
conflict may be especially damaging, but no existing literature addresses the issue.
As Krause et al. (1999) noted, people are more susceptible to critique from those
with whom they share common norms. Therefore, as faith communities are identified by
“our kind of people” (Nauta, 2007, p. 46), negative interpersonal interactions may assume
grievous proportions. There are many questions yet unanswered related to religious
negative interactions. The question about the role of the church in negative interpersonal
interactions within the church community begs discussion. A question also remains
regarding the consequences to mental health of negative interactions that can marginalize
individuals and lead to disaffection.
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In essence, as with any relationship, there may be negative aspects of
interpersonal relationships within the church. These may be particularly deleterious
within the altruistic setting of the church. Negative interactions are described in the
literature on microaggressions, which will be reviewed in the next section.
Microaggressions
Microaggressions are “brief, everyday exchanges that send denigrating messages
to certain individuals because of their group membership” (Sue, 2010, p. 24). First
coined in 1970 by Chester M. Pierce, the term microaggression specifically referred to
derogatory, subtle exchanges from White Americans toward Black Americans. Since
Pierce’s first use of the term, the concept of microaggressions has expanded to include
manifestations of marginalization toward numerous target groups (Lewis & Neville,
2015). Microaggressions recognize the continuing discriminatory practices that
marginalize groups (Basford, Offerman, & Behrend, 2014).
There can be no mistaking the insidious and negative nature of subtle
discrimination (Basford et al., 2014). Microaggressions bring into question the degrees
of discrimination perpetrated before there is any recognition of injustice or harm. Sue et
al. (2007) described three categories of microaggressions: microassaults, microinsults,
and microinvalidations.
Microassaults are attitudes, beliefs, or behaviors that indicate a conscious,
deliberate bias to marginalize groups. In the pilot studies, Reid described a microassault:
We would hear stuff at church when we would go, how they would talk
bad…about our family because our parents might get a divorce. Or how…certain
ways that we were raised were just not up to par for the church…
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Reid was subjected to a microassault that indicated his family was not part of the ingroup. His family was different, not up to par with other church members. Reid, and
perhaps his family, did not know how to address such slights or whether to even
acknowledge them.
Microinsults are unconscious behaviors that marginalize groups, such as this snub
recounted by Landry in the pilot studies:
My brother and I were leading worship…or just doing a couple of songs one
Sunday night ‘cause the music minister had asked us to… Once we stood up to
start leading the worship set, we had to watch about 15 people get up and walk
out of the service because we walked to the front to lead.
For Landry, no one actually acknowledged that he and his brother were problematic to
the ministry of the church. However, as with most microinsults, the pain of
marginalization caused hurt feelings that eventually turned to anger.
Microinvalidations nullify the experience of marginalized groups. Chloe
recounted invalidation in the pilot studies:
When you run into that kind of resistance and people are not willing to, people
that you know, people that you’ve known for many, many years, people who you
otherwise thought might have had some sense, when they just draw a line and
they are unwilling to listen, and unwilling to even hear…
Chloe described the futility of addressing microinvalidations when she recounted not
being heard. Microinsults and microinvalidations are frequently unintentional and often
not conscious (Sue, 2010). Sue et al., (2007) note the powerful, insidious nature of
microaggressions because of their invisibility to the perpetrator, and possibly even to the
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target. These categories of microaggressions offer a lens for observing behaviors within
the church setting that are frequently ignored or even denied.
Beyond racial discrimination, the framework of microaggressions has been
broadened to include devalued and marginalized groups of various kinds (Suarez-Orozco
et al., 2015). Studies have addressed microaggressions related to American Indians
(Clark, Spanierman, Reed, Soble, & Cabana, 2011; Jones & Galliher, 2015); Black
faculty members (Constantine, Smith, Redington, & Owens, 2008); transgender
individuals (Galupo, Henise, & Davis, 2014); adopted individuals (Garber & Grotevant,
2015); individuals with mental illness (Gonzales, Davidoff, Nadal, & Yanos, 2015);
Black women who were corporate executives (Holder, Jackson, & Ponterotto, 2015);
Asians (Houshmand, Spanierman, & Tafarodi, 2014; Nadal, Wong, Sriken, Griffin, &
Fujii-Doe, 2015); female athletes (Kaskan & Ho, 2014); individuals who are overweight
(Owen, 2012); gifted individuals (Stambaugh & Ford, 2015); individuals with disabilities
(Keller & Galgay, 2010); gender (Basford, Offermann, & Behrend, 2014; Capodilupo et
al., 2010); higher education (Young, Anderson, & Stewart, 2015); Latinos (Rivera et al.,
2010); and religious minorities (Dupper, Forrest-Bank, & Lowry-Carusillo, 2014).
These studies of microaggressions informed the findings of the pilot studies in the
following ways: a) the target of microaggressions frequently bears the onus of
addressing the microaggression; b) denial of the issues that lead to microaggressions does
not negate the harm of the microaggression; c) microaggressions perpetrated by an
intimate friend exacerbate the effects of the microaggression; and d) those who have not
experienced marginalization cannot understand the oppression of being in the out-group.
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Several of the above studies specifically addressed these concerns and are discussed
below.
Clark, Spanierman, Reed, Soble, and Cabana (2011) analyzed data from 10
weblogs in their study of racial aggressions toward American Indians. They found that
the onus of addressing microaggressions most often falls on the target, and allegations of
oversensitivity may follow. They noted how the microinsults trivialize the harmful
effects of these microaggressions toward American Indians and by drawing parallels, the
harmful effects toward other marginalized groups. The pilot studies indicated that after a
breach in relationship with one’s church, the onus of reparation falls on the one whose
relationship has been broken.
Constantine, Smith, Redington, and Owens (2008) conducted a study in which
they found the term “color-blind” used in denial of microaggressions toward Black
faculty members, describing the major culture’s refutation that racial considerations were
still relevant in today’s culture. Denial of an issue may be prevalent in other areas of
marginalization as well. In a church setting, denial of marginalization because the church
mission statement says all people are welcome does not acknowledge that behavior of the
in-group is not welcoming to a member of the out-group.
In their qualitative study of the mentally ill, Gonzales, Davidoff, Nadal, and
Yanos (2015) included 21 participants in four focus groups. They found that effects of
microaggressions were exacerbated when they occurred in intimate settings with trusted
companions which included authority figures, friends, and even family members. When
members of a church exclude one who has been an in-group member, the effects of the
broken trust in an altruistic setting may exacerbate the painful effects.
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Kaskan and Ho (2014) reviewed media reports as well as literature for their article
on microaggressions toward female athletes. They identified three themes: inferiority,
objectification, and gender bias. They learned from female athletes that people who are
not marginalized cannot understand the oppression of always feeling less-than or otherthan. A superior spiritual attitude among church members may communicate to others a
feeling of inferiority or being less than.
Sue (2010) acknowledged frustrations associated with responding to
microaggressions: ambiguity, brevity, intent, and efficacy of response. Considerations in
making a response include preservation of relationship, power differential between
perpetrator and target, and the possibility of negative consequences. Forrest-Bank and
Jenson (2015) note that there can be frequent confusion about microaggressions and their
intent, leading to anger and distrust, and resulting in desensitization. Depression and
helplessness follow. Depression, anger, helplessness, confusion, and ambiguity may
impact psychological well-being and lead to marginalization and disaffection.
To summarize, the denigrating messages that marginalize individuals are called
microaggressions, but they may be further specified by the terms microassaults,
microinsults, and microinvalidations. The literature explores the many forms
microaggressions may take and still inflict their harmful poison. Microaggressions offer
descriptions for some of the interactions found in churches. The next section discussing
features of interpersonal relationships within the church will describe characteristics of
intimate relationships that parallel beneficial interpersonal relationships in the church.
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Features of Interpersonal Relationships Within the Church
The social support networks so important to mental and physical health are built
on interpersonal relationships. However, interpersonal relationships are influenced by
context. This section offers an examination of characteristics of interpersonal
relationships in other contexts that parallel interpersonal relationships within the church.
This examination offers insight into characteristics of such relationships, specifically
intimacy and negative interactions. Intimacy is characterized by reciprocity and may be
involved in varying ways in many types of relationships.
All relationships, on the other hand, have the potential for negative interactions. This
section will explore both these characteristics in various relationship contexts.
The emphasis on relationships within the church creates an interest in attributes of
supportive relationships. Reis and Shaver (1988) described intimacy as a dynamic
process, both interpersonal and transactional, in which partners in relationships reveal
themselves. They described the necessity for a sensitive, appropriate response to such
revelations. In their study of married couples and college roommates, Sandford and
Rowatt (2004) also emphasized partner response in supportive relationships by defining
anxiety as concern about abandonment or failure to receive an appropriate response.
Rempel, Holmes, and Zanna (1985) found faith in the caring response of one’s
relationship partner to be the most important component of trust, with trust being an
integral component of an intimate relationship. They noted that trust is difficult to build,
easy to break, and especially difficult to reestablish. The interest for this study then was a
description of the response of the church to its members.
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Parallels to supportive church relationships may be found in the marketing field.
The church member and church relationship may be seen as analogous to the buyer and
seller relationship.
For example, Hung and Lin (2013) discussed norms, values, trust, and
communication in buyer and seller relationships. They surveyed 298 buyers in Taiwan
after testing their questionnaire with 33 buyers. They found that effective
communication improved relationships between buyers and sellers, especially when
interpersonal incompatibilities existed between them. The implication of this, they noted,
is that when there are significant interpersonal incompatibilities between the buyer and
seller, the seller is encouraged to initiate communication with the buyer. In their study
they found that customer satisfaction is lowered by lack of consensus between the buyer
and seller, obviously indicating a lack of appropriate response. Hung and Lin specifically
noted that the seller should be encouraged to take the initiative in communication and
provide alternatives if there are interpersonal incompatibilities. The seller should also
restrict criticism of the buyer. In a parallel to the church member and church relationship,
communication between the church and its members could improve relationships, and the
church would be encouraged to initiate communication with the church member if there
were relationship problems.
Similarly, Haytko (2004) conducted a phenomenological qualitative study,
interviewing 20 account managers in three different advertising agencies, to study
buIssyer/seller relationships. She stated that developing personal relationships is the
foundation of the relationship marketing movement. In her study she found that
interpersonal relationships were described by a categorization scheme. A relationship
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with reciprocal self-disclosure was the main factor in categorization. Frequent contact
was found to be more important than similarities between the individuals. If the church is
seen as analogous to the seller, then it would seem that developing personal relationships
and pursuing frequent contact would be beneficial in the church/church member
relationship.
Plank and Newell (2007) defined relationship loyalty between the buyer and seller
by commitment of the buyer. They found that the buyer’s affective perception has a
greater effect on the relationship than the buyer’s cognitive perception. This indicates the
importance of the seller making an appropriate response to the buyer. The church might
do well to consider the affective response of the church member and look at its
responsibility related to that affective response.
An analogy drawn between the buyer/seller relationship and the church
member/church relationship would highlight appropriate response, personal
communication, and affective perception of the church members of a supportive
relationship with their church. Because the responsibility of the institutional church has
not been examined in negative interpersonal interactions within the church, as noted by
Ellison et al. (2009), parallels in analogous relationships could prove informative.
Jun and Armstrong’s study (1997) concentrated on bases of power in churches.
They collected data from four churches by interviewing four ministers and having 366
people fill out questionnaires. In their study, they described three things organizations
need from their members: material resources, such as people and money; information;
and social and political support (i.e., legitimacy). Power in any organization flows from
the ability to obtain resources. They then noted that churches’ most important resources
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are money, voluntary labor, and members. Other organizations require certain skills or
accomplishments as a requirement for membership. Church members typically
determine their own intent for membership, whether it is personal or for the benefit of the
institution. This may become a challenge for the goal of the church. Members are
invested in realizing their personal interests. Varied interests may lead to power struggles
that are resolved depending on who holds the most power. Power struggles based on
personal interests impact the interpersonal relationships within the church. Jun and
Armstrong also found that money and voluntary labor were the most important and
consistent predictors of power in churches. The question then becomes how these
predictors of power within the church influence the altruistic goal of the church to
support members with love and helpfulness. As church members participate in church
motivated by their personal interests, they use money and labor to accomplish their goals.
It is eminently conceivable that their goals may not be synonymous with the altruistic
goals of the church.
If drawing parallels from other intimate relationships is to inform the relationship
of Southern Baptist churches to their church members, if the church should show concern
similar to a spouse or to a seller of goods, it is well then to consider the belief statements
of the Southern Baptist Convention. In their Baptist Faith and Message statement,
Southern Baptists publicly stated their altruistic belief system. According to Rogers,
chairman of the most recent revision committee (2000) for the Baptist Faith and Message
(Southern Baptist Convention, n.d.), this document has served as a Bible-based statement
of faith for the denomination since 1925. Woven through the statement are ideals such as
“…birth of love for others,” “…general kindness to others,” “… for helping others,” and
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“…always be careful to act in love….” Such statements from faith communities are not
unusual, as most sacred texts encourage an altruistic relationship toward others (Krause,
Ellison, & Wulff, 1998).
As noted earlier, the term sacred is defined as a power that transcends self. Thus,
for sacred texts to encourage altruistic behaviors and attitudes that cause adherents to
aspire to reach beyond self to others is a logical progression. In other words, the altruistic
credo outlined in statements of faith, specifically the Southern Baptist Baptist Faith and
Message, clarifies the intent to find meaning in life by sharing an altruistic identity. That
identity offers social support that enhances mental and physical health and also offers an
identity that models behavior and attitudes for living a life of meaning.
The same altruistic attitude would also enable the social support systems for
which religious communities are noted. Hayward and Krause (2013a) used the term
cohesiveness to describe the identity, purpose, and goals that church members share.
They noted that cohesiveness is consistently related to church support. Church members
who garner the most support are those who best exemplify group norms (Hayward &
Elliott, 2009, 2011).
In their chapter on social ties in church, Krause and Wulff (2005) described the
blueprint of the Christian faith as loving, helpful, and forgiving in creating “quality social
relationships.” They described faith communities in which members commit themselves
to the support of others for years and in which reciprocity may be delayed for years as
well. However, they specifically noted that such mature relationships are very closely
knit and maintain a high level of trust.
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In their study of church members supporting each other, Lewis and Taylor (2009)
defined mattering as the perception of one’s significance to another. A breach in
relationship within the faith community would call into question not only whether one
matters to another but the overall altruistic concept of supporting one another in love,
helpfulness, and forgiveness.
Jordan, Masters, Hooker, Ruiz, and Smith (2014) conducted three studies
examining a warm interpersonal style related to religion and spirituality. With a total
sample of 478, 326 of whom were undergraduate students and 152 who were adults
volunteering for online research, Jordan et al. (2014) found many aspects of religion and
spirituality that were related to warm interpersonal style and a desire for positive
relationships with others. However, they found that some aspects of religion and
spirituality were related to a more hostile interpersonal style. Jordan et al. noted that
although the study of interpersonal relationships is not new, it is an understudied concept
that needs to be examined using a multidimensional concept. Because of what is known
about social support’s relationship to mental health, a breach in relationship or a hostile
relationship style within the church raises concerns about mental health issues resulting
from being marginalized where one once had been included.
As in any organization, negative interactions may occur in church settings.
Labianca and Brass’s (2006) concept of negative relationships included negative
behavioral intentions, feelings, and judgments toward another person. Rook (1984)
defined a negative interaction as an unpleasant social encounter that includes criticism,
rejection, competition, violation of privacy, or the lack of reciprocity. Rook (1990)
defined social strain as behaviors of one’s social network that cause adverse
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psychological reaction (e.g., anger, sadness) and raise questions about the benefit of the
relationship. This includes behaviors based on good intentions.
Negative interpersonal interactions within the church may have specific
distinguishing characteristics. Krause, Chatters, Meltzer, and Morgan (2000) conducted a
qualitative study using eight focus groups. Four of the focus groups were with Whites
and four were with Blacks. Sixty-three senior adults with an average age of 73 years
participated in the study. This study found support for the idea that negative interactions
in church are not only prevalent but also especially deleterious because they contradict
the altruistic concept of church.
Krause, Ellison, and Wulff’s (1998) study addressed the relationship between
emotional support in church, negative interactions, and psychological well-being. Their
random sample included 1,362 clergy, 950 elders, and 856 members of the Presbyterian
church. Using surveys, Krause, Ellison, and Wulff found that shared norms within the
church setting make criticism more credible and thus more difficult. Those who value
their church identity less are affected less.
Ellison and Lee (2009) noted that faith communities set the norm for behavior
among their members. For members who fail to conform to the norm, informal sanctions
may be imposed in the form of gossip, criticism, and ostracism. For members whose
religious roles are particularly salient, anxiety, anger, and depression may result from
negative interactions (Krause, Ellison, & Wulff, 1998).
Labianca, Brass, and Gray (1998) described the way different groups in
organizations perceive intergroup conflict. Because the church is considered a unified
group, the distinctions of groups within that unified body can be especially deleterious.
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Perceptions are based on interpersonal interactions with people in different groups. Each
person from a group is considered representative of the group; thus interpersonal
interactions influence perceptions of group interaction. Likewise, interpersonal
interactions may be influenced by intergroup interactions.
In Sorkin and Rook’s (2004) study there were 916 randomly recruited participants
with an average age of 74 years. The Sorkin and Rook study addressed the association
between interpersonal control strivings and vulnerability to negative social exchanges.
Two tasks help people manage social relationships: 1) preventing disagreements and
maintaining harmony, and 2) reducing emotional stress when there is not harmony in the
relationship. Their study indicated that commitment to protecting a relationship
motivates one to tolerate even some negative behaviors. However, seniors were found to
try preventing problems in relationships by engaging in fewer social exchanges.
Tabory (1993) conducted a study which examined civil religious issues between
religious and non-religious Jews. His sample came from four high schools that were
matched for social class homogeneity. He found in his study that avoiding others
different from oneself helps to inhibit conflict but also nurtures misconceptions. He
found that avoidance does not encourage understanding of the feelings of the other
person or group.
Interestingly, Nielson (1998) noted that in his sample of 202 adults dealing with
religious conflicts, most of the conflicts involved other people, but the resolution of the
conflict did not. He found that most resolutions were resolved intrapersonally, which
raised questions in his mind about how conflicts might best be resolved. Nielson’s study
noted that most studies have addressed the personal consequences and responsibility of
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negative interactions within the church rather than the institutional responsibilities and
consequences. This study allowed participants to acknowledge the personal work they
have done to mitigate the harmful effects of disaffection as well as to recognize the
concern expressed by the institutional church over the participant’s disaffection.
In conclusion, as with other intimate relationships, such relationships within the
church are influenced by partner response, communication, and personal intentions. The
altruistic context of church exacerbates the contrast between shared norms and criticisms
within a unified group. Resolution of conflicts resulting from such contrasts are
frequently addressed intrapersonally. The next section on Fowler’s Faith Development
theory helps explicate consequences of conflicts in church settings.
Religion and Fowler’s Faith Development Theory
When considering the struggles of the individual as he/she experiences
disaffection and the resulting remedial personal work of the individual, it is helpful to
consider the faith development of the individual. Numerous scholars have explored the
development of faith within the individual, but the examination of Fowler’s theory will
serve to explain the importance of addressing a disruption in faith development, which
may lead to depression, anxiety, isolation and disaffection. Fowler’s theory situates
spiritual development within the overriding concept of human development and
incorporates psychological models of human development (Jardine & Viljoen, 1998).
Chamberlain (1981) described Fowler’s intention as a dynamic process in which
an individual constructs his or her ultimate reality by knowing the personal values that
relate him or her to other realities. Parker (2011) described Fowler’s model as helping
one make meaning of self and the world. Disruption in faith development may lead to
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misunderstandings or to an over-dependence on the perception of others. It may lead to
cynicism and isolation. Disruptions may affect psychological wellness, creating anxiety,
tension, depression, and sadness. These mental health concerns may lead to disaffection.
Fowler described characteristics of seven stages of faith development and then
acknowledged the strengths and limitations of each stage (as cited in Parker, 2011).
Fowler began with Stage 0, which counselors are unlikely to see as it occurs during the
preverbal year of life. Fowler described this as a foundational stage of trust or mistrust
upon which the other stages are built.
Stage 1 is the intuitive-projective stage. This stage is characterized by egocentric
thought in which logic is intuitive and inconsistent, fantasy and reality coexist, cause and
effect are not readily grasped, and stories shape values. The strength of this stage is in
the imagination, but that may also be the limitation. For example, a child might
understand the courage of standing up for faith after reading of David fighting the giant
Goliath. Yet the child might struggle with the idea of frightening monsters.
Stage 2, the mythic-literal stage, is characterized by logic, cause and effect, and
fairness. Stories are self-generated, but the perspective of others is difficult to
comprehend. Narrative is the strength of this stage. The limitations are the literalness of
the perspective and the inability to understand that fairness is not a given. For example,
the boy David sang for King Saul; but rather than being rewarded for doing a good deed,
Saul chased David to kill him. In the pilot studies, good deeds were not always
rewarded. As Audrey discovered, although she served her church well in many
capacities, she was ostracized for something that was not her fault.
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In stage 3, the synthetic-conventional stage, interpersonal factors, perspectives
and relationships gain prominence. Worth is defined by approval of others. Personal
identity is formed based on values and relationships. Beliefs are acknowledged without
much examination. The strength of this stage is developing one’s personal story and its
connection to larger stories. The limitation is in an oversensitivity to the opinion of
others. Landry experienced this in the pilot studies. He was eagerly developing his story
within the context of the larger story of his church. His sensitivity to the judgment of
others, however, changed the trajectory of his personal story.
Stage 4 is the individuative-reflective stage. A critical worldview emerges that
evaluates beliefs and lifestyles. Relationships involve social systems, such as racism,
sexism, and capitalism. Tension exists between individuality and group membership.
The strength of this stage is in the ability to accept responsibility for evaluations and
choices. The limitation of this stage is overconfidence in the cognitive capacity to
address and correct social concerns. In the pilot studies, Reid was able to move away
from the institutional church and accept personal responsibility for his own spirituality.
Stage 5, the conjunctive stage, allows one the ability to conceptualize ideas
without assigning them to a right or wrong category. Truth may be multidimensional.
One’s past may be reframed with different perspectives on choices. The strength of this
stage is the ability to examine one’s deepest beliefs without the need to assign right or
wrong beliefs, but relative truth. The limitation, however, is apathy and cynicism
resulting from the fluid nature of truth. Tanner demonstrated this in the pilot studies. He
had personal preferences and ideas about demonstrations of faith, but he was flexible in
his ability to accept the different perspectives of others and not offer judgment.
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Stage 6, like stage 0, was described as unlikely to present in counseling. Fowler
described it as a universalizing faith that was the end point of the stages (as cited in
Parker, 2011). This stage involves a commitment to live by universal values such as
selfless concern, justice and peace (Gathman & Nessan, 1997). In the pilot studies,
Sophia persistently insisted that her faith was her responsibility. She felt the church
could expect her to nurture her own faith while the church nurtured faith in others.
Using Fowler’s stages, counselors may determine a person’s faith stage and use
the strengths of that stage to address an impasse the client may be experiencing. The
limitations of that stage may inform the counselor’s intervention in addressing the client’s
concerns. For example, in Stage 1 values are shaped by stories, and there is no
understanding of cause and effect. Thus a child may be afraid because he is unable to
grasp the concept of cause and effect. However, the child may be told new a story that
would reframe the frightening concept.
By Stage 2, the individual’s concerns may be ameliorated by reading and
fabricating stories that promote reciprocal justice, fairness, and logic. In Stage 3, when
one’s worth is dependent on the acknowledgement of others, a limitation could be in
putting too much emphasis on what someone else thinks. For example, when one feels
unfairly judged within one’s faith community, this concern might be addressed by
examining and delineating personal beliefs. Connecting one’s personal beliefs to a
broader faith concept and a larger faith community might offer the individual the support
lacking in the original faith community.
By Stage 4, the individual has recognized the individuality of identity and faith.
Thus, discrepancies in one’s belief system as opposed to others’ can be acknowledged.
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The inconsistencies between the individual and the group may not be without emotional
difficulty, but the individual has the cognitive capacity for reflection. The counselor may
help the individual grieve for the loss of the valued group while moving toward an
emphasis on responsibility for one’s personal beliefs.
Stage 5 finds the counselor helping the individual move from cynicism or grief
over a lack of certainty to a confidence in one’ ability to grasp a paradox. The individual
may learn to accept limitations as well as growing awareness.
Stage 6 is usually not seen in the counseling setting. In this universalizing stage,
the individual has come to a place of inner peace.
Using Fowler’s faith stages counselors may more easily identify the spiritual
struggles facing the individual. The counselor may be able to more accurately address the
concerns by understanding the limitations and strengths of the stage. For example, the
individual in stage 3 may be able to move beyond a personal affront at church if the
counselor will help him or her to explore the meaning of his or her value systems. Or in
stage 4, the counselor may be able to facilitate the individual’s differentiation of self from
others in the faith community. Even when the individual is feeling less-than, the
counselor may help the individual explore his or her value system and be comfortable
with it in the face of conflict.
By articulating models of faith development, Fowler and other scholars
acknowledged the process of faith development within the processes of human
development. Therefore, concerns of faith development may be addressed with other
mental health concerns. Examples of these concerns may include offering a safe place
for exploration of ways to make meaning of the world, assistance with finding ways to
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express faith, discussions of social support for faith concerns, articulation of faith ideals,
acknowledging the complexity of life and faith, affirmation for altruistic intentions, and
encouragement to not give up on the struggle for meaning.
Other mental health concerns may be ameliorated by addressing them with faithdevelopment structures. Some mental health concerns related to disaffection and
spirituality may include depression, frustration, anger, disconnection (Mayer & Viviers,
2014), lack of autonomy (Guvenc, 2015), anxiety, boredom, passivity, and withdrawal
(Skinner, Kindermann, & Furrer, 2009).
In the Mayer and Viviers (2014) qualitative study on mental health, culture, and
spirituality, one researcher worked with one participant in a longitudinal study lasting 11
years. For this participant, religious faith was found to have a positive impact on wellbeing with less frustration, depression, discontentment, and unhappiness. Mental health
improved when he experienced meaningfulness and acceptance.
The stages of faith development not only offer understanding of the limitations of
the values and belief systems wherein the individual finds meaning for life but also offers
clarification of the belief structures that may provide answers to presenting problems. As
seen in the pilot studies, an individual’s broken relationship with church may result in a
breach in faith development, leaving an individual to explore alternative ways to find
meaning and express faith, to find compatibility with social support and faith ideals, and
to find affirmation in one’s expressions of faith. Such disaffection may result in mental
health concerns that need to be addressed by professional counselors cognizant of humandevelopment and faith-development stages.
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In essence, faith development offers a format for the individual to explore values
and meaning in his or her life. The individual’s faith develops synchronously with
psychological development and its impairment leads to mental health concerns such as
anger, depression, and withdrawal. Mental health issues such as these lead to
disaffection, which is reviewed in the next section.
Disaffection with Church
This literature review has addressed the changing place of religion in America, its
influence on health, its social context, the social context of congregations, the negative
effects of religion, features of interpersonal relationships within the church, and Fowler’s
Faith Development theory. These components provided background for this study of
disaffection. As has already been noted in this chapter, in spite of the importance of
religion to most Americans, the attitude of many Americans is changing regarding
church. Negative interpersonal interactions and negative experiences are touted as
justifications for not engaging in church. The concept of not engaging, or
disengagement, is addressed in literature on disaffection.
Disaffection occurs among people of all ages (Skinner, Kindermann, & Furrer,
2009). It is often defined as the opposite of engagement (Gonzalez, Paoloni, Donolo, &
Rinaudo, 2015; Guvenc, 2015; King, 2015; Skinner et al., 2009). Disaffection may not
only be lack of participation but may also include engagement that is mechanical, with no
mental participation and no attention, including negative emotional qualities such as
frustration, boredom, and anxiety (Guvenc, 2015). Both lack of engagement and
mechanical participation may describe disaffection in church. Much of the literature
reviewed in this section focuses on disaffection in schools. However there are many
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parallels that can be drawn between disaffection in school and disaffection in church, as
the following studies will illustrate.
Skinner et al. (2009) utilized self-report questionnaires in a four-year longitudinal
study of 1,018 students in Grades 3 through 6 plus 53 teachers. They found that teachers
and students showed modest agreement in their assessment of behavior and emotion, but
more so for behavior. Mentally, they noted, people participate by simply going through
the motions or withdrawing. They associated disaffection with enervated emotions, such
as sadness, boredom, tiredness and alienated emotions, such as frustration, anxiety, and
anger. The behavioral responses Skinner et al. recorded include passivity, lack of
initiation, lack of effort, and giving up. Similarly, frustration, anger, sadness, depression,
anxiety, giving up, and isolation are some responses to disaffection found in the pilot
studies related to disaffection with church. These mental and physical health
consequences of disaffection justify the concern of the mental health community to
address disaffection wherever it may be found.
This dissertation addressed disaffection within the faith community. As Skinner
et al. (2009) have reported the mental health issues related to disaffection, parallels may
be drawn between disaffection in school and disaffection within the church. The work of
Skinner et al. clarified the importance of addressing mental health concerns resulting
from disaffection, just as the pilot studies clarified the importance of addressing the
disaffection and the faith development concerns informed by Fowler’s Faith
Development theory. As noted in Fowler’s Faith Development theory, faith development
is embedded in human development. Therefore, a disruption in faith development may
result in developmental concerns that impact both mental and physical health.
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The preponderance of literature addressing disaffection is focused on engagement
and disaffection in school settings. There is much to be learned by drawing parallels
between schools teaching students and churches teaching church members. Both
institutions are charged with the responsibility of sharing information. In school settings,
attendance is compulsory, whereas in the church setting compulsion is motivated by
socially acceptable behaviors. In both of these settings, as Elmore and Huebner (2010)
noted regarding the school setting, focusing on one outcome is not as beneficial as
studying contextual issues. Engagement and disaffection may influence and be
influenced by many dimensions in the lives of students and in the lives of church
members.
Because disaffection is often defined as the opposite of engagement (Gonzalez,
Paoloni, Donolo, & Rinaudo, 2015; Guvenc, 2015; King, 2015; Skinner et al., 2009), it is
essential to look at engagement. It involves two dimensions, behavioral and emotional
(Guvenc, 2015). Engagement is the quality of the connection between a person and
another entity, such as school or church, including values, people, activities, and place
(Skinner et al., 2009). The behavioral dimension includes attention, effort, and
concentration observed in activities and participation. The emotional dimension is
related to positive emotions, such as enthusiasm, enjoyment, and interest. Emotional
engagement sustains motivation, feeds internal dynamics for engagement, and inhibits
behavioral disaffection (Skinner, Furrer, Marchand, & Kindermann, 2008).
Motivation is the dynamic force behind engagement that drives one toward a goal
and encourages behaviors (Guvenc, 2015). This multidimensional construct operates
from intrinsic and extrinsic constructs important to the individual. Intrinsic motivations
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are inspired by one’s personal desires, whereas extrinsic motivations are determined by
outside forces or the desire to avoid punishment or guilt (Guvenc, 2015). Motivation is
described on a continuum, with autonomy of the individual on one end and behaviors
controlled by external factors on the other. In other words, intrinsic motivations inspire
reaction at the autonomous end of the continuum, while extrinsic motivations inspire
reaction at the controlled end (Guvenc, 2015).
Guvenc (2015) surveyed 276 ninth grade high school students to explain student
engagement and disaffection as related to teacher motivation. Under the supervision of a
researcher and the school counselors, students replied to questionnaires about perceived
teacher motivation, self-motivation, and effective participation. Guvenc’s results indicate
that higher levels of engagement and autonomous motivation result when students
perceive positive motivational support from their teachers. Positive teacher motivation
results when teachers develop relationships with students, support student autonomy, and
offer consistent support of the student. When teacher motivation is perceived negatively,
students experience controlled motivation and disaffection. Based on Guvenc’s study,
the parallel leads to the possibility that church leaders building relationships with church
members that encourage church member autonomy may lead to higher levels of
engagement. Consistent support of the church member by ministerial staff may offer
positive motivation for participation just as teacher support of the student is motivational
for the student’s participation.
There is a positive correlation between autonomy and engagement. Guvenc
(2015) noted that autonomy begins with psychological impulses demanding that personal
needs be met. Skinner et al. (2008) said that one such personal need is relatedness. They
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noted that individuals have an innate desire for relationship with others and for a sense of
belonging, which has been linked to emotional engagement. As Guvenc described it,
autonomy allows one to enjoy personal support and security in relationships.
Gonzalez, Paoloni, Donolo, and Rinaudo (2015) found higher engagement but
lower disaffection with greater perceived control. Their study included 446 students who
answered questionnaires over a nine-month period. They reported that the individual’s
perceived control was the largest negative predictor of disaffection. The students who
considered themselves in control of their performance were more engaged in school tasks
and experienced greater protection against disaffection. In the Skinner et al., (2008)
study, autonomy was proven to be the clearest contributor to engagement. The parallel to
church implies that church member engagement would be most effectively influenced by
intrinsic sense of value for the behaviors of engagement. Also, the autonomy of the
individual in participation and performance in one’s faith community and for the personal
sense of control in how that engagement is actively realized would possibly be a
significant negative predictor of disaffection.
Thus far, then, disaffection has been described as the opposite of engagement.
Engagement is a product of intrinsic and extrinsic motivations, which are related to
autonomous and externally controlled situations. Autonomous situations compel the
individual to meet innate psychological needs, one of which is relatedness. Individuals
thus enjoy engagement in autonomous settings in which they find support and security in
relationships. Disaffection, the opposite of engagement, may then be described by lack
of autonomy, lack of relatedness, and lack of emotional engagement. Disaffection in the
church may also be described in similar terms. Church members desire a sense of
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autonomy in how they relate to church, meaningful relationships within the church, and
the desire to make an emotional commitment to the church.
Hartas (2011) called attention to the inclination to consider disaffection a personal
attribute of the individual without consideration for the systemic and cultural factors that
contribute to disaffection. He conducted a case study with 18 college students whose
participation was perceived as limited by college staff and who were thus considered
disaffected. He noted initial factors that contributed to the students’ hesitation to
participate in the study: defeatist attitudes toward power, skepticism about criteria for
participation, irrelevant feelings resulting from those in power, mistrust about being
heard, suspicion of systems that both include and marginalize, concerns about
responsiveness to needs, doubts related to being known as an individual, and questions
about justice. Hartas found that the college was not meeting the self-identified needs of
these disaffected students. Interestingly, however, he noted that although marginalization
was an element of this disaffection, it did not explain these students’ behaviors
specifically.
The constraints mentioned above that described disaffection and caused hesitation
were not without voice and power. These students opted for disaffection rather than for
participating in the institutional tokenism of participation. This disaffection then became
voice and power. Hartas described these students as autonomous individuals shaping
their own lives. Because marginalization is defined as existence on the outer limits of
social desirability or favor, logic follows the parallels between marginalization and
disaffection. Both are exclusionary. Hartas described the students in his study using both
terms: marginalized and disaffected. Marginalization seemed to precipitate the
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disaffection. In the pilot studies, the disaffection of church members resulted from their
marginalization and their imposed membership in the out-group. In this study of
disaffection then, it is important to look at marginalization and exclusion as it relates to
disaffection.
In their study of marginalization and aggression, Issmer and Wagner (2015) used
the terms social exclusion, ostracism, and alienation in their description of
marginalization. In their longitudinal study they surveyed 314 teenagers in their initial
survey and followed up a year later with 181 teenagers. Their questionnaires, completed
in the classroom, included such statements as, “People like me are worth less than others
in German society” and, “In our society, people like me are not offered any chances.”
Issmer and Wagner found that powerlessness and meaninglessness within
marginalization predicted aggression and described the process of out-groups embracing
behaviors that the in-group would reject, specifically to create distance between the
identities of the two groups. This is disaffection. Church members in the pilot studies
found themselves rethinking faith concepts that allowed them to embrace different
behaviors even though those behaviors identified them as members of the out-group.
Similarly, Mlinar, Petek, Cotic, Ceplak, and Zletal (2016) found that people with
epilepsy frequently found relief in embracing behaviors that the in-group would reject. In
their phenomenological study of people with epilepsy, Mlinar et al. conducted semistructured interviews with 11 participants who identified as a person with epilepsy. Eight
women were included, and three men, ages ranging from 27 to 64. Participants
acknowledged that an epileptic episode does “not contribute to appropriate reactions of
those present at the time of an episode” (p. 7). Observers reacted inappropriately to the
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episode, which inhibited the trust of the person with epilepsy. Inappropriate responses
led the person with epilepsy to withdraw or isolate himself or herself from the observer of
the episode because of anxiety. However, participants revealed that disclosure of the
epileptic condition frequently offered them relief because they need not keep a secret that
others might discover by another means. Although the people with epilepsy did not
intentionally choose the behavior that pushed them into the out-group, they found
freedom in creating distance between the identities of the in-group and the out-group.
Participants discussed powerlessness at the inability to change their situation. They
spoke of the stigma of their condition and its influence on their family as a social
obstacle. They described disaffection.
As in the Mlinar et al. (2016) study of people with epilepsy, the pilot studies
revealed that stigma leads to marginalization in church. When pilot study participants
realized that observers of their lives were reacting inappropriately, trust was broken.
Affirming what several researchers had reported, the pilot study participants could no
longer trust their partners in the intimate church relationships because the response of the
church members was insensitive and provoked anxiety (Reis & Shaver, 1988; Rempel,
Holmes, & Zanna, 1985; Sandford & Rowatt, 2004). The participants began to withdraw.
Their autonomy over their faith expression was no longer possible. The stigma of being
pushed to the out-group influenced their family as well. Overcoming the marginalization
led to withdrawal, disengagement, and disaffection. These symptoms may need to be
addressed with the help of a mental health counselor.
The concept of disaffection was addressed in 2009 when the Journal of
Behavioral Medicine published a special section for the purpose of examining racism’s
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relationship to health disparities. Brondolo, Gallo, and Myers (2009) reviewed literature
on marginalization related to racial identity and social support and its influence on health.
They noted the need for cognitive, psychophysiological, and affective processes to
combat the results of racism and to teach the individual to self-regulate as a means of
coping with discrimination. They maintained that inter-group communication is needed
to teach an appreciation of differences and that professionals need training to encourage
culturally appropriate responses. Churches might address the marginalization and
disaffection within their membership by training their professional ministers in
appropriate responses that do not marginalize. Church members may find help
combating marginalization and disaffection with professional counselors.
Herek, Gillis, and Cogan (1999) examined the psychological distress of
disaffection associated with hate crimes. Using a convenience sample of 2,259, the
participants filled out questionnaires that assessed their experiences of victimization, their
psychological well-being, and their worldview. The psychological well-being
questionnaire asked about depressive symptoms, state anxiety and state anger, and
traumatic stress. Worldview questions related to the participant’s belief about the
benevolence of people, about sense of personal control, and about personal vulnerability
to future victimization. Herek et al. found that gay men and lesbians who had
experienced victimization showed increased symptoms of depression, anger, traumatic
stress, and anxiety. These victims regarded the world as unsafe, people as malevolent,
and themselves as vulnerable and powerless. Herek et al. recommended interventions
that cultivate a more balanced worldview that recognizes danger while overcoming
personal vulnerability and powerlessness. Herek et al. questioned whether their findings
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might be applied in other areas of victimization. Mental health professionals working
with marginalized and disaffected church members might embrace similar interventions.
Mental health professionals working with marginalization and disaffection among
church members might benefit from Kaniasty’s (2012) study that described disaffection.
Kaniasty studied natural disasters and social support. His was a longitudinal study
examining the relationship between social support processes immediately following a
natural disaster and later social psychological well-being. Based on a flood in Poland in
1997, the first wave (Wave 1) of predictor variables were assessed within the first 12
months after the flood and included 285 participants. The outcome variables were
measured during Wave 2, 20 months after the flood and included 250 participants. Wave
3 was 28 months after the flood. Polarization perceived in Wave 1 related to lack of
social support and in Wave 2 to cohesion. The lack of social support and cohesion was
associated with a tendency to withdraw from social interactions and with doubts about
the benevolence of people. Kaniasty concluded that coping with stress was dependent on
social functioning and interpersonal interaction. Mental health professionals would
benefit from noting that disaffection within one’s community, including a faith
community, creates stress and questions about the benevolence of people, including
church people.
Mays and Cochran (2001) used the MacArthur Foundation National Survey of
Midlife Development in the United States (MIDUS) in their study of discrimination and
psychiatric morbidity among individuals of differing sexual orientations. With a sample
of over 3,000 individuals they used such phrases as: “People act as if they think you are
not as good as they are”; “Treated with less respect than other people”; “Treated with less
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courtesy than other people”; “People act as if they think you are dishonest”; and “You are
called names or insulted.” These phrases are similar to the descriptions found in
literature on disaffection as well as experiences recounted in the pilot studies. Mays and
Cochran found that discriminatory experiences influenced mental health. They noted that
interventions need to be constructed to prevent or relieve stress-sensitive concerns.
Mental health concerns of those marginalized and disaffected in church might benefit
from similar interventions.
In their study of discrimination with 49 African American adults, Taylor,
Kamarck, and Shiffman (2004) used some of the same phrases as Mays and Cochran
(2001). They used such phrases as: “You are treated with less courtesy than other
people”; “You are treated with less respect than other people”; “People act as if they
think you are dishonest”; and “You are called names or insulted.” Once again these are
similar to phrases found in literature on disaffection. The results of Taylor et al.
indicated that everyday mistreatment was related to depression. Taylor et al. also
concluded that discrimination influences negative emotions, which exacerbates stress.
Disaffection may also be found in Meyer’s work (2003). Meyer used metaanalyses to come to the conclusion that lesbians, gay men, and bisexuals have a higher
incidence of mental disorders than heterosexuals. He recognized that stigma and
discrimination lead to stress, which leads to mental health concerns. Meyer described
minority stress that results from exposure to the stigma of a minority position. He found
alienation and lack of self-acceptance typical of minority stress. Vigilance is required of
the minority individual in social interaction with the dominant culture so that one may
maintain meaning and order in one’s world. Meyer suggested that personal interventions
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for those marginalized should address evaluating the individual’s processes for coping
with adversity and stress.
The pilot studies clearly indicated that marginalization was an integral part of the
disaffection the participants experienced. Coping strategies would be beneficial for
mental health professionals to address in working with disaffected church members. As
indicated by the literature review, disaffection, resulting from marginalization, is a form
of disengagement. It is a multidimensional construct described as a lack of participation
or as a mechanical engagement. It may be characterized by depression, loneliness,
sadness, boredom, frustration, anger, and anxiety. Just as in the studies recounted above
of individuals with epilepsy, of individuals facing racial discrimination, of lesbians, gay
men, and bisexuals, of individuals recovering from natural disasters, the mental health of
individuals facing marginalization and disaffection within church is impacted by their
experiences. The relationship of religiosity to both physical and mental health
necessitates mental health professionals addressing disaffection with church.
In summary, disaffection is often defined in terms of lack of engagement and is
associated with depression, anxiety, boredom, sadness, and loneliness. It is described in
terms of motivation, autonomy, and marginalization. Symptoms of disaffection often
necessitate seeking the help of a mental health counselor to maintain both mental and
physical health. Such mental health concerns are reviewed in the next section.
Mental Health Concerns
Not only is religion woven into America’s cultural fabric, ASERVIC has
acknowledged the integral nature of religion in the course of human development. As
with other dimensions of human development, attention and care must be focused to
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maintain a healthy relationship to religion. In this section, attention is given to mental
health concerns that may present in relating to issues around religion.
Hackney and Sanders (2003) conducted a meta analysis of 34 studies to clarify
the relationship of religion to psychological adjustment. They found that regardless of
the definitions used for religiosity or mental health, a beneficial relationship existed
between the two concepts. Levin (2010), too, was interested in religion’s relationship to
mental health. He summarized the literature addressing religion and mental health. He
reported that religion helped to prevent psychological distress and promote well-being.
George, Kinghorn, Koenig, Gammon, and Blazer (2013) described religious beliefs as
promoting positive emotions while neutralizing negative emotions. They encouraged
mental health professionals to address issues of faith when working with persons
struggling with depression.
Greenfield and Marks (2007) conducted their study using telephone surveys and
self-administered questionnaires with over 3,000 adults. Their study addressed whether
increased emotional support from members of the church congregation would lead to a
greater sense of belonging, which would in turn benefit their health. They found that
religious social identity was positively related to increased religious participation and
then to greater psychological
well-being.
Randel (2002) also studied social identity using a survey with 262 individuals.
She specifically concentrated on the salience of social identity, nurtured by in-group and
out-group categorization. Identity salience is also influenced by context, including group
members with whom the individual categorizes oneself. Conflict between group
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members occurs when awareness of differences becomes prominent within the group. If
as Greenfield and Marks (2007) noted, greater psychological well-being is associated
with religious social identity, then reasonably, conflict around that identity could
conceivably present threats to psychological
well-being.
Ysselldyk, Haslam and Haslam (2013) designed two studies to address the
relationship between religious identity and well-being. In both studies they found
positive mental health associated with religious group identity and group membership. In
two studies with university students, Ysseldyk, Matheson, and Anisman (2011) found
that a threat to religious identity evoked anger and sadness.
Hayward and Elliott (2009) conducted a study to address social attractiveness in
religious groups and its relationship to psychological well-being. Data were obtained
from the National Congregational Life Survey. Hayward and Elliott found that the more
similar one was to the group prototype, in other words the greater social attractiveness,
the greater the benefits to well-being for the individual. They raised the question of the
greater value: fitting in theologically or fitting in with the prototype.
Numerous studies address the repercussions of negative experiences, some within
religious settings, and some in secular. Ellison, Krause, Shepherd, and Chaves (2009)
called attention to concerns over anger, discomfort, discouragement and sadness.
Rejection, tension, anxiety, fear, and depression were reported by Jehn (1995), KiecoltGlaser, Gouin, and Hantsoo (2010), and Krause, Ellison, and Wulff (1998). Guvenc
(2015) reported struggles with disaffection, frustration, boredom, and anxiety. Meyer
(2003) addressed adversity and stress. Several studies addressed issues of
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marginalization and isolation (Basford, Offerman & Behrend, 2014; Issmer & Wagner,
2015; Sandford and Rowatt, 2004; Skinner, Kindermann, & Furrer, 2009). Kaskan and
Ho (2014), Mays and Cochran (2001), and Taylor, Kamarch and Shiffman (2004)
discussed feeling less than. Trust was the concern for Rempel, Holmes, and Zanna
(1985). The struggle with not having a voice was addressed by DeCremer and Rutter
(2003) as well as Hartas (2011). Cohen (2004) looked at cognitive and affective
responses to negative interactions. These varied studies offer a composite of struggles
that accompany negative interactions both in religious settings and in secular.
Mental health concerns related to disaffection address other issues such as control,
engagement, and withdrawal. Gonzalez, Paoloni, Donolo, and Rinaudo (2015), with a
sample of 446 students, reported that the individual’s perceived control was the largest
negative predictor of disaffection. Dwyer, Schurr, and Oh (1987) noted that the
individual typically is responsible for dissolution of a relationship, which is in essence an
exercise in control. Addressing conflicts and animosity by withdrawal or dissolution of a
relationship was also noted by Jehn (1995).
One of the most difficult struggles noted in the pilot studies related to the concept
that reparation was considered only by the individual who had been marginalized.
Nielson (1998) specifically noted that the need for reparation may have resulted from
interpersonal negative experiences. However, he also noted that reparation typically was
intrapersonal, leaving the responsibility to the individual. In their study of
microaggressions, Clark, Spanierman, Reed, Soble, and Cabana (2011) acknowledged the
frustration associated with the targeted individual bearing the full responsibility for
reparation.
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Mental health concerns associated with disaffection address issues of meaning
and faith. Stone, Cross, Purvis, and Young (2004) found such questions of faith as:
“What is the meaning of life? Is it worth the pain to continue living? Why did this
happen to me? Why does God allow me to suffer?” The Stone et al. study was designed
with people in crisis in the sample. Their questions of meaning and faith inform the
mental health concerns associated with crisis such as disaffection with church.
Other questions of faith relate to expressions of care and concern for the
individual. Lewis and Taylor (2009) note that individuals understand they matter to God
because interpersonal relationships demonstrate that concept. Krause, Chatters, Meltzer,
and Morgan (2000) address a similar concept when they describe the difficulty of the
individual facing a negative interaction in the altruistic setting of the church. It can be
especially pernicious to expect something good such as the altruistic church setting yet
find instead negative interactions.
Briefly stated, religion offers the possibility of mental health benefits. Yet salient
religious identity may prove as detrimental as it proves beneficial depending on the
individual’s fit with the in-group prototype. Many negative mental health struggles may
possibly result from negative interactions. These concerns would benefit from the
intervention of a mental health professional. Questions of faith should also be addressed
to promote the psychological well-being of the individual.
The Southern Baptist Convention
The Southern Baptist denomination was formed in 1845. It is a network of
churches, each maintaining their own autonomy but each cooperating to fulfill the Great
Commission as defined in Matthew 28: 19 – 20. The denomination claims 15,499,173
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members in 46,499 churches. Based on an altruistic and compassionate concern for
others, Southern Baptists contribute over 186 million dollars to their ministry programs
plus over 184 million directly to missions support. Southern Baptists do not have a creed
but they do teach certain basic beliefs (Southern Baptist Convention, n.d.).
Southern Baptists believe there is one true God and that He revealed Himself
through the divinely inspired Holy Bible. They believe man is inherently a sinner but
that all may be redeemed in a process of salvation by belief in God’s son Jesus. Southern
Baptists believe in two symbolic ordinances, immersion baptism and the Lord’s Supper
(Southern Baptist Convention, n.d.).
Southern Baptist churches are each autonomous. Each church as well as the
Southern Baptist Convention itself operates through a democratic process. Each church
and each member is responsible to follow the Lordship of Jesus Christ. Men and women
are gifted to serve in the church but only men are equipped to be pastors. Every Christian
church member is obligated to seek the will of Jesus Christ for his or her life but each has
free will, the privilege to decide for oneself what one will believe. Certain behaviors are
specifically to be opposed, such as racism, greed, selfishness, and sexual immorality,
which includes pornography, adultery, and homosexuality. Southern Baptists are
encouraged to help the needy, abused, aged, helpless, and sick. They support life, from
the not yet born to natural death (Southern Baptist Convention, n.d.).
Ideologically, the SBC presents as an altruistic, benevolent organization dedicated
to a sacred mission. There was no intent in this study to present it otherwise. This
investigator without hesitation concedes the sacred work of Southern Baptists. However,
within the embrace of Southern Baptists, there are some individuals who are questioning
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the manifestation of the Southern Baptist mission. Seeking clarity in this quest, historical
context may prove helpful.
The SBC was organized in 1845 largely in response to the questions raised by the
former Baptist convention, The Triennial Convention of Baptists, about whether
Southerners were fit to be missionaries because they were slaveholders (Eitel, 2014).
Thus, as their charter states, the Southern Baptist Convention was organized for “…the
purpose of eliciting combining and directing the energies of the Baptist denomination of
Christians for the propagation of the gospel…” (Southern Baptist Convention, n.d.). As
Eitel described it, the SBC has experienced controversy as to whether its focus is doctrine
or missions. Simply stated, doctrine would dictate the preservation of the identity of the
church for the church whereas missions would adapt its focus to reach the world. One
might recognize this controversy in Elba, Alabama.
Coffee county Alabama, home of the town of Elba, rates fifth highest among 67
counties for religious adherence in a state that is recognized as the most church-going
state in America (Ardery, 2007). Southern Baptists have a plurality in Alabama. In the
late 1970s Southern Baptists in Elba were affected as all Southern Baptists were when
fundamentalist factions instigated a takeover of the SBC from the moderate factions.
When the takeover culminated in the rewriting of the Baptist Faith and Message, the
basic statement of belief of the SBC, inerrancy of scripture, subservience of women,
condemnation of homosexuality, and exclusivism were underscored. All missionaries
supported by the SBC were mandated to sign this statement of belief. Thus doctrinal
identity became the focus rather than missions. In Elba, the narrowed perspective led to
such actions as criticism for watching television programs that included homosexual
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characters and changes in the roles women were asked to fill in churches they had
attended their entire lives. Disaffection ensued. A new church was organized.
Another descriptive story of doctrine centers around the 1980 presidential election
in which incumbent President Jimmy Carter, a proclaimed Southern Baptist, was caught
in the middle of the fundamentalist/moderate SBC debate (Young, 2014). President
Carter proclaimed his faith, but he did not proclaim the correct answers to social issues
such as abortion, homosexuality, pornography, school prayer, and sex education. The
absolutes of faith being required of Southern Baptists as proclaimed by the
fundamentalists excluded even Southern Baptists in the White House.
According to the SBC Baptist Faith and Message revised in 2000, Southern
Baptists are to oppose racism. However, Russell Moore, the head of the SBCs Ethics and
Religious Liberty Commission, was addressing the sin of racism within the Southern
Baptist churches in a 2013 address (Green, 2015). Moore speaks of reconciliation and
compassion from a denomination that historically has been unjust in its treatment of
people of color. According to Green, the SBC leaves race as a matter of the heart rather
than social policy.
Southern Baptist women joined with people of color in an effort to gain equality
within the church (Holcomb, 2014). Baptist women of color and Baptist White women
cooperated through the years in mission endeavors. Cooperation was not synonymous
with racial equality however. Baptist men of color and Baptist White men were equally
opposed to granting women the freedom to organize their own missionary society. Once
again it seems the heart rather than social policy was the determining factor in treatment
of all women and of people of color.
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Southern Baptist women have long been acclaimed for their missionary zeal. The
role of women within the Southern Baptist church has been the focus of debate for
several years (Shaw & Monnier, 2014). From the idea that women’s suffrage would lead
to harlotry, Southern Baptists have now moved to declare that women and men have
equal worth in the eyes of God. That equal worth, however, does not extend to the role
of minister. The concept of equal worth may be accepted, but the concept of comparable
roles in ministry is not. Women are not condoned as ministers within the SBC. Very few
women occupy the role of minister. Many of the women ordained to that position leave
the SBC so that they may fulfill their calling by accepting the position of minister in
another denomination. Disaffection has been noted in these shifts.
Even though it is not typically vocalized, there is yet another position that speaks
of discrepancy within the SBC (Rosenbaum & Weathersbee, 2013). In an empirical
study, Rosenbaum and Weathersbee surveyed 151 young married Southern Baptists in
nine Southern Baptist churches in Texas to understand their premarital sexual
experiences. Although the SBC teaches complete sexual abstinence before marriage,
Rosenbaum and Weathersbee’s study confirmed that the teachings of the SBC are not
predicting premarital sexual behavior. Their study reported that 72.9% of the
respondents had oral or vaginal premarital sex.
Within most individuals and organizations, there are frequently noted
discrepancies between belief systems and conduct. Southern Baptists are no exception.
Southern Baptists have proclaimed commitments to missions, exhortations against
immorality, ministrations to the vulnerable, and maintenance of Biblically interpreted
absolutes. Yet doctrine tends to war with missions, immorality leads to condemnation,
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vulnerability is greeted with uncertainty, and absolutes lead to exclusions. The
inconsistencies in Southern Baptist belief systems and conduct have been noted by
thousands of authors who have reported on the Southern Baptist wounded who are now in
the ranks of the disaffected. The pilot studies further articulated the discrepancies and
fueled this study of disaffection.
In brief, the SBCs proclivity toward absolutes excludes its own members in a
debate of identity based on doctrine or missions. Matters of the heart related to people of
color and the roles of women marginalize both groups. Moral judgments narrow the
definitions of following Jesus in the lives of many. None of these concerns mandates
disaffection, but all of these concerns leave room for it to manifest.
The stories of the participants in this study related to many of the abovementioned issues. This study added to the literature on disaffection in the Southern
Baptist church by narrating real perspectives of those who have experienced disaffection.
These were not stories of generalities but narratives of personal struggles against what
many describe as absolutes within the SBC. These were narratives of personal
marginalization that lead to personal disaffection.
Summary of Literature Review
The literature review began with a description of the two pilot studies which
served as a motivating influence for this dissertation. The theoretical framework of SIT
was then discussed as an explanation for the processes and reactions discussed in the pilot
studies. Categorization led to marginalization and ultimately to disaffection.
The literature describing the changing face of religion in American culture
indicated that Americans still claim religion as important in their lives. Yet it also
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acknowledged that Americans devote less time to its practice than ever before. Negative
interactions were noted as relevant to paying less attention to religious practice.
Literature reviewed supported the concept that religion is related to mental and
physical health. The complex relationships between religion and mental and physical
health indicated a robust relationship between the dimensions that has not yet been fully
explained.
The social context of religion was explored in the literature review as a dimension
of religion. The very definition of religion contains a social component. Social support
was described as a stress buffer and notably so within the religious setting.
The literature on the social context of congregational support emphasized the
coterminous perspectives that encourage social support within a church congregation.
Yet the members were acknowledged to participate in church for different reasons.
Protestant churches were especially recognized for having members who think similarly.
The literature did acknowledge that there were possible negative effects of
religion. Negative interactions were cited as being particularly deleterious in the midst of
people who typically believe similarly, especially in an altruistic setting.
The microaggressions literature described the insidious nature of discrimination.
In this study, beginning with the pilot studies, discrimination looked like categorization.
The debilitating, isolating, and destructive nature of categorization planted
microaggressions within the church.
Features of interpersonal relationships within the church were described in the
literature using comparisons to other intimate relationships, such as husband/wife,
buyer/seller, and roommate relationships. Confidence in a caring response from one’s
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relationship partner was described as trust while lack of confidence was described as
anxiety. The literature noted the destructive nature of negative relationships within the
altruistic setting of the church among people who share norms. The literature also noted
the prevalence of negative relationship within the church.
The literature review described Fowler’s stages of faith development, describing
each stage’s strengths and weaknesses. It recognized the importance of faith
development as integral to human development. It also acknowledged the effectiveness
of addressing faith concerns in the work of mental health professionals, not only the
issues of value and meaning in life but also in the emotional struggles which accompany
such work.
Disaffection with church was also addressed in the literature. The paucity of
literature on disaffection with church was bolstered by literature related to disaffection
with school. Disaffection was often defined as the opposite of engagement and thus with
similar conceptual qualities. These included two dimensions, emotional and behavioral.
The ideas of autonomy and motivation were discussed. Disaffection was associated with
depression, anxiety, boredom, sadness, and loneliness. However, the literature also noted
that disaffection is contextual and not just a personal characteristic of the individual.
The literature addressed mental health concerns related to disaffection and the
church. The literature noted the importance of discussing faith issues as they relate to
mental health struggles. Negative interactions were implicated in threats to religious
identity salience. Religious identity salience had an influence on anxiety, sadness,
rejection, tension, fear, and depression. Responsibility for reparation with church was
noted as a concern.
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The Southern Baptist convention was described in the literature as a large,
altruistic organization of faith predominant in the South. It was recognized as having
firm theological precepts supported at least nominally by a large network of churches and
members. Its belief system was described as based on concepts of love and kindness.
There were some notable exceptions discovered in relation to race and gender.
In sum, the literature reviewed established the following: a) Negative
interactions, prevalent in the church, take the form of microaggressions and lead to
disaffection; b) Religion is defined with a social dimension whose group processes are
explained by SIT; c) The repercussions of microaggressions and disaffection lead to
mental health concerns and may benefit from the help of mental health professionals; d)
Contrary to the altruistic mission of the church, there are no mechanisms in place for the
church to address reparation with the disaffected.
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CHAPTER III
METHOD
This chapter contains: a) a description of narrative qualitative research and the
reasons for choosing this methodology for this study; b) the research questions; c) a
description of the participants with the criteria for their inclusion in the study; d) a
description of data collection and the interview process; e) procedures and a description
of the data analysis process; f) a discussion of trustworthiness, credibility, validity, and
reliability; and a description of the investigator’s role.
The purpose of this study was to explore the perspectives of members of Southern
Baptist churches who experienced disaffection as a result of marginalization within the
church as they practiced their religious faith. This was a narrative qualitative study. It
was qualitative because it used an inductive research inquiry to construct concepts rather
than a deductive strategy to test a theory (Merriam, 1998). Qualitative research focuses
on meaning in context, deriving its understanding from the perspective of the participant
(Merriam, 1998). The intent of qualitative research is to understand the experiences of
the participants as they make sense of their world (Merriam, 1998). This research was
based on the ontological assumption that reality is constructed in the mind of the
participant (Creswell, 2007).
Narrative inquiry was chosen for this study because it is a way of understanding
experience. “Narrative inquiry is stories lived and told” (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p.
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20). Narrative inquiry lends understanding on how the knowledge of a subject, in this
case disaffection in Southern Baptist churches, is lived out in the lives of people who
have experienced it (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). Narrative was an appropriate research
methodology because this study sought to explore the experience of disaffection with the
expectation of understanding how, why, and if this, then what (Clandinin & Connelly,
2000; Polkinghorne, 1988).
Narrative offers a three-dimensional space to think about experience, with
temporality along one dimension, personal and social along the next, and place along the
third dimension (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). Temporality encompasses past, present,
and future, offering continuity. Personal and social speaks to interactions. Place puts the
situation in context (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000).
Polkinghorne (1988) divided narrative inquiry into two types, descriptive and
explanatory. This study was an explanatory narrative that examined behaviors, thoughts,
and events in both emotional and cognitive processes to recognize their significance in
the story. As Polkinghorne described the explanatory narrative process, the narrative
provides justification for the outcome under investigation. In this study, the outcome
under investigation was disaffection with one’s church. The participants’ narratives
described events that justified their disaffection.
There is a gap in the literature addressing the experiences of those marginalized in
churches (Ellison, Krause, Shepherd, & Chaves, 2009; Jordan, Master, Hooker, Ruiz, &
Smith, 2014; Krause, Chatters, Meltzer, & Morgan, 2000; Krause, Ellison, & Wulff,
1998; Nielson, 1998; Ysseldyk, Matheson, & Anisman, 2010). The dimensions of such
experiences have not been explored. Thus, understanding the complexities of the
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experience of marginalization in Southern Baptist churches required a “method sensitive
enough to articulate the nuances of human experience and reflection” as Pollio, Henley,
and Thompson (2006, p. vii) described the phenomenological qualitative method.
Although this study was narrative rather than phenomenological, the emphasis on
dialogue is undiminished. Narrative inquiry seeks description of the experience within its
context, related to past, present, and future and not as an isolated experience (Clandinin
& Connelly, 2000). Even so, the nuances of articulation and reflection provided by
narrative inquiry ensured the best fit for conceptualizing the experience of
marginalization in Southern Baptist churches.
This study described what microaggressions in Southern Baptist churches look
like. It gave voice to participants’ stories and their understandings of how and why these
experiences of marginalization happened. Participants were able to articulate their
experiences of church before and after being marginalized. They were able to describe
the behaviors and interactions of people involved in the marginalization process. Their
stories will lend understanding to the emotional and the cognitive process of
marginalization.
Narrative inquiry explores the past. Every event has a past and leads to a future
(Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). Narrative inquiry allowed participants to draw verbal
pictures of the past, the context of the microaggression, by allowing for rich descriptions
of reflections on the time, the people, and the behaviors of those involved. Narrative
inquiry allowed participants the freedom to express their thoughts in their own voices,
choosing their words, emphasizing thoughts, and exploring ideas and explanations. A
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person’s behavior is an expression of the individual’s story within a particular context
and time (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000).
In their narratives, the participants were able to explore the meaning of the
microaggression as it related to the meaning of their lives, past, present, and future. The
behaviors of individuals, both of the perpetrator of the microaggression as well as the
target of the microaggression, were explored.
Narrative inquiry was especially appropriate for this study because narrative
facilitates connecting events to find their meaning in the final outcome (Polkinghorne,
1988). Thus, a seemingly innocuous event may take on a sinister perspective when
connected with another event. These connections may facilitate an understanding of how
a negative interaction, when connected with other events, might contribute to becoming
disaffected with one’s faith community. A series of connected events that conclude in an
unfortunate outcome may find significance in the contribution of each event to eventual
disaffection with one’s faith community. Even a mundane event may gain significance
when woven into a narrative that explains an outcome such as the process of restoration.
The Research Questions
The research questions for this study addressed the experience of being
disaffected in a Southern Baptist church in the process of practicing one’s religion. The
following research questions informed this study:
1.

What negative interpersonal transgressions happened in one’s relationship
with one’s church?
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2.

What emotional consequences resulted from negative interpersonal
transgressions in church?

3.

What resources were available to one struggling with negative
interpersonal transgressions in church?

4.

What were the consequences for one’s religious and spiritual life as a
result of negative interpersonal transgressions within one’s church?
The Participants

To gain insight and understand the experiences that lead to disaffection with one’s
church, a sample was chosen from which the most could be learned (Merriam, 1998),
composed of individuals who had become disaffected with their church. The sample was
information-rich because each participant met the criteria of disaffection, feeling
alienated from church with no consideration for loyalty. The sample was also a
convenience-snowball sample based on information available to the investigator and
information provided by participants. The participants were either known by the
principal investigator to have experienced separation from church, or someone who knew
of the individual’s separation from church submitted their names to the investigator.
During the initial contact with the individual, the investigator established that the
individual had broken his or her relationship with church because of some negative
interaction rather than for some other reason (e.g., health issues, relocation, etc.).
Ten participants were interviewed for this narrative qualitative study. The
participants met the criteria of once being a member of a Southern Baptist church who
had experienced negative interactions within the church that led to separation from
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church. Southern Baptists were chosen for this study for three reasons: 1) the faith
community needed to be narrowed to one community to eliminate conflicting issues of
theology and church structure; 2) approximately one-fifth of the adult American
population is Baptist, with the Southern Baptist faith being the largest Baptist
denomination (Pew, 2007); and 3) the familiarity of the investigator with the Southern
Baptist denomination.
The criteria for inclusion in this study were that the participant must have at some
point been a member of a Southern Baptist church and that they at some point became
disaffected with the Southern Baptist church for some period of time. The participants in
this study were 10 adults who were members of four different Southern Baptist churches.
Three participants were female; seven were male. All 10 were active members of their
respective churches. All 10 were disaffected at some point with the church they were
attending. Five of the participants had also been part of the pilot studies. All 10
participants were asked for the name of an intimate observer who had been intimately
acquainted with their struggle with disaffection. Seven of the participants offered a
name.
The participants for this study were volunteers contacted by the investigator. In a
letter to participants, they were informed that they could opt out of this study or refuse an
interview or a question at any time. Each participant was also assured of confidentiality.
Pseudonyms were used for all participants, and identifying contextual details were
disguised.
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Table 3
Participant profiles.
Participant

Age

Gender

Reason for
Disaffection

Intimate
Observer

Audrey

66

Female

Marginalization,
divorce

Maya

Chloe

55

Female

Marginalization,
gender

Ava

Jack

54

Male

Marginalization,
messy

Ellie

Jay

69

Male

Marginalization,
nonconforming

Rachel

Landry

29

Male

Marginalization,
nonconforming

Jude

Peyton

70

Male

Marginalization,
messy

Charlotte

Reagan

58

Male

Marginalization,
nonconforming

Anderson

Reid

34

Male

Marginalization,
messy

n/a

Sophia

72

Female

Marginalization,
nonconforming

n/a

Tanner

51

Male

Marginalization,
divorce

n/a

Data Collection
Merriam (1998) noted the integral part interviews hold in qualitative research data
collection, with the most common interview type being person-to-person interaction. The
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investigator conducting the interview solicits specific kinds of information. As Merriam
noted, the investigator looks for information that is not observable or that is from the
past. She also noted that the interview allows the investigator to perceive the perspective
of the person interviewed and the meanings attached to the person’s life experiences.
Data was obtained from the following sources: (a) interviews with the
participants;
(b) interviews with an intimate observer (e.g., spouse, close friend, or mentor) of the
participant who knows the participant well and was privy to the participant’s thoughts
and feelings during the period of disaffection; and (c) archival data, such as diaries,
letters, and pictures. All interviews were semistructured, which allowed the researcher
flexibility in responding and also created space for inclusion of new topics (Merriam,
1998).
Semistructured interviews were guided by an interview protocol (see Appendix C)
with a list of open-ended questions that allowed for flexibility in the unique responses of
the individual participant (Merriam, 1998). This flexibility allowed the interviewer to
respond personally to the participant and also allowed for exploration of new ideas
related to the topic (Merriam, 1998). The open-ended questions narrowed the research
questions that guided this research (Creswell, 2007). For example, the first research
question was, “What experiences contribute to individuals becoming disaffected with
their faith community?” That question was explored with a question such as, “Would
you tell me the story of how your relationship to your church was broken?” The research
question, “How do the negative experiences which lead to disaffection in church change
one’s life?” was narrowed with an open-ended question such as “How would you
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describe the changes in your life since the break in the relationship with your church?”
The third research question, “What mental health concerns have resulted from
disaffection within the church?” was explored with, “How do you handle
disappointments related to this struggle?” The fourth research question, “After the
experience of disaffection with one’s faith community, what elements might be involved
in restoration?” was examined with “Could you tell me about the elements of your story
that have influenced, and still do influence, your relationship with your church?”
Initial interviews with participants were scheduled for up to two hours. The
purpose of these interviews was to understand the lived experience of the participant and
the meaning the participant assigned to the experience of disaffection.
The interviews with the intimate observers of the participants offered perspective
on the experience of the participant. Observations, most of which are conducted by the
researcher, are a commonly acknowledged source of data in qualitative research. The
historical nature of the participants’ experiences in this study prohibits such observation.
In an effort to gain a greater understanding of the participants’ experiences (Kawulich,
2005), observers were sought for this study who were privy to the experiences of the
participants at the time of disaffection. The participants were asked for permission to talk
to an intimate observer familiar with their story of disaffection. Participants were assured
that naming an intimate observer was not mandatory for participation in the study. Three
of the participants did not name an intimate observer. All three of these participants
stated that there was no one with whom they had felt free to discuss their struggle.
Observation is beneficial for: unveiling feelings, reactions, and speculations
(Merriam, 1998); recognizing participants’ communication style and how much time was
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consumed in the experience (Schmuck, 1997); acknowledging what the participant
focused on as important at the time of the experience (Schensul, Schensul, & LeCompte,
1999); and assisting in developing questions that are contextually relevant (Bernard,
1994). The responses of intimate observers offered the same benefits.
With researcher observations there are certain concerns that may be problematic:
lack of familiarity of the researcher with the context and the influence of the researcher
within the context, typically more formal and guarded (Merriam, 1998); lack of trust for
the researcher from the participant (Schensul, Schensul, & LeCompte, 1999); and lack of
accurate representation of the context because of researcher bias (Johnson & Sackett,
1998). Merriam notes that observation is important to accomplish the researcher’s
purpose. In this study the purpose was to explore the perspectives of the participants who
had experienced disaffection as a result of marginalization. An observer intimately
involved with the participant during the experience of disaffection was able to
accomplish this purpose. The intimate observer was already familiar with the context and
imposed no inhibitions of formality. The participant was able to assess trustworthiness of
the observer before volunteering his or her name. The participant was assured of the
confidentiality of the researcher as the researcher interviewed the observer. Researcher
bias was replaced with observer bias, which would be expected to align more closely
with the participant’s experience.
Ethically there was concern for the purpose of the observation (DeWalt, DeWalt,
and Wayland, 1998). The participant was informed of the purposes of the observation as
stated earlier in describing benefits of observations. There was also concern regarding
inaccuracies in observation (Marshal & Batten, 2001). This ethical concern was
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countered by giving the participant the opportunity during the member-checking
interview to respond to the observer’s interview. The participant’s response to the
observer’s interview was to take precedence over any inconsistencies with the
participant’s narrative of the experience of disaffection. This, however, never proved
problematic. All seven of these participants felt affirmed by the observations of the
intimate observer.
The semi-structured interviews for the intimate observers included questions such
as, “What emotional struggles did you notice the participant was experiencing as a result
of the broken relationship with church?” “What changes did you see in the participant’s
life as a result of his/her broken relationship with the church?” The observer was asked
for overall impressions as well as for specific examples demonstrating impressions
(Merriam, 1998). Descriptive adjectives were noted. The observer was also asked about
notes or diaries that could be used for analysis.
To elicit the participants’ response to the interpretation of data, a second
interview, described as a member-checking interview (Creswell, 2007), was conducted
with the participants after the initial interviews were transcribed and analyzed. For the
five participants included in the pilot studies, their initial interviews were coded and
analyzed, as were the five participants recruited for the current study, using qualitative
data analysis software NVivo 11. The member-checking interview gave the participants
an opportunity to respond, after reading the researcher’s narrative and analysis of the first
interview for credibility and accuracy (Creswell, 2007). An hour was allowed for the
second interview. The main questions addressed in this interview were: “Are the
observations and interpretations in this account accurate?” and “Are there comments or
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observations you would like to add to or alter in this account?” This interview also gave
the investigator and the participant the opportunity to follow up on what the investigator
learned from (a) the previous interview with the participant, (b) the interview with the
intimate observer, (c) relevant documents, and (d) interviews with other participants
identifying relevant issues.
The semistructured format allowed for the unique narrative of each participant,
yet there was some common demographic data that would be beneficial to the study.
Each participant was asked to complete a demographic survey at the end of the second
interview. This survey included questions related to age at the time of disaffection,
current age, frequency of church attendance before disaffection, current frequency of
church attendance, and size of the church. Because Hadaway and Marler (2005) noted
that self-report surveys are sometimes influenced by an individual’s perception of what
social behavior should be, this survey was done after the participants’ narratives had been
recorded to ensure that the narratives were not influenced by considerations on the
survey.
Access to archival data was explored during the interview process. Diaries,
letters, and pictures were requested to add context and depth to the data. Archival data
may allow for greater memory recall as well as clarification of the tone or emotional
content of factors related to the participants’ narratives (Creswell, 2007). Also, the pilot
studies revealed that participants attach significance to other types of archival data such
as church newsletters, music, and song lyrics. Participants in the pilot studies contrasted
the attitude of the church with the attitude expressed in church newsletters and in songs
used by the church. Requests were made for archival data that would elaborate on the
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attitude of the church as well as that of the participant. Archival data were used for data
analysis.
Procedures
Before any research was conducted for this dissertation, approval was obtained
from the Mississippi State University Institutional Review Board for the Protection of
Human Subjects. Initial contact with the participants was made by the researcher to attest
to the idea of disaffection. With the consent of the proposed participant, a participant
invitation letter (see Appendix A) was presented to each participant. Contact was then
made by email or phone, according to the wish of the participant, to set up an interview
time. Interviews were conducted in a place providing a safe, congenial atmosphere
agreeable to both participant and investigator; the home of the participant, the office of
the participant, or the counseling office of the investigator.
In the participant informed consent form (see Appendix B), the participant was
given the opportunity at the time of the interview to consent to or decline the interview.
The interview protocol (see Appendix C) set the stage for the actual interview.
The participant was asked for the name of an intimate observer (e.g., spouse,
friend, or mentor) that the participant would be willing for the investigator to contact for
an interview to add perspective on the experience of disaffection. Contact information
was retrieved from the participant. The investigator then followed up with a request for
an interview from the intimate associate. That interview was scheduled for an hour in
length and was audiotaped and transcribed.
As soon as the first interview was transcribed, data analysis began. When all 10
of the initial interviews, all seven of the intimate observer interviews, and all of the
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archival data had been transcribed and analyzed, the investigator contacted the participant
to schedule the member-checking interview. At the end of the second interview, each
participant was also asked to complete the demographic survey (see Appendix D).
The initial interviews for Pilot Study 1 were conducted in June 2014 with the
initial interviews for Pilot Study 2 following in October 2015. The five initial interviews
for the current study were conducted between April and May 2017. The intimate
observer interviews were conducted between May and June 2017. The member-checking
interviews for all 10 participants were conducted between September and October 2017.
All interviews were audiotaped and transcribed. Field notes added descriptive
characteristics to the transcriptions. Field notes included descriptions of the setting and
the participants and other investigator observations (Merriam, 2009). An audit trail was
maintained.
Data Analysis
The audiotapes of each interview were transcribed by a transcriptionist or by the
investigator. The investigator then immersed herself in the transcriptions to completely
familiarize herself with each narrative. Each participant’s story was written separately to
contextualize the narrative. The investigator maintained an audit trail and a journal.
The investigator began data analysis with the first interview, using information
from each interview to inform the next. Using qualitative data analysis software NVivo
11, all data were analyzed. The principal investigator coded all transcribed interviews. A
second coder also coded three of the interviews with an overall agreement of 96% across
all coding categories. The principal investigator and the second coder discussed codes
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and themes during the data analysis. This process proved especially productive because
of their backgrounds.
Both the investigator and the coder were women. Although both women had been
very much involved in church in the past, they came from two very different churches, of
two different faiths, with different organizational church structures. Both women had
been in leadership roles in their churches, along with their spouses. Both women, as well
as their spouses, had separated themselves from their former leadership roles in church
although for different reasons. The former leadership roles of both women had given
them opportunity to observe and participate in numerous types of interactions within
church. Both women participated in a bracketing interview facilitated by a university
professor. The purpose of the bracketing interview was to facilitate the investigator and
the coder’s awareness of their presuppositions about the phenomenon of negative
interactions in church that lead to a breach in church relationship (Pollio, Henley, &
Thompson, 2006).
Using the NVivo 11 software, codes were assigned to identify the ideas.
Informed by the pilot studies and the theoretical framework, a beginning list of codes
included: categorization, group norms, gossip, identity verification, prototypes, in-groups,
out-groups, and status. However, as Clandinin and Connelly (2000) noted, “Narrative
inquiry carries more of a sense of continual reformulation of an inquiry than it does a
sense of problem definition and solution” (p. 124). The investigator expected the richness
of the descriptions to offer insight into the experience of disaffection with church but
recognized that there may always be an “otherwise” interpretation of events (Clandinin &
Connelly, 2000).
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The first stage of coding was based on codes informed by the literature and the
theoretical framework. Examples of these codes are: anger, disappointment, hurt, ingroup, out-group, gossip, judgment, and rejection. During initial data analysis, it became
apparent that the stories of negative interactions were riddled with emotional expression.
Emotions then became a theme described with the codes anger, disappointment, and hurt.
The emotions of abandonment and comfort were also added to this list. The in-group
code was expanded to include identity verification and self-categorization to reflect the
concepts of belonging related to church affiliation. The out-group code was not realized
as an identity but as a description. The gossip, judgment, and rejection codes aptly
described the out-group theme. Jealousy and no voice were codes added to the out-group
theme.
As data analysis continued other themes began to emerge, specifically the themes
of blame and reconciliation. Blame was coded four ways. Betrayal was one code,
reflecting the idea of being stabbed in the back, or someone saying one thing to the face
and another to the back. Then the distinction of blame being placed on God or people
was coded. The people code was delineated further with a code for people in leadership
or for other church members in non-leadership roles in peer. The theme of reconciliation
was divided into two codes. The helpful code of reconciliation described the responses
the participants considered that did or would have ameliorated the struggle leading to
estrangement from the church. The hopeful code of reconciliation described the
responses the participants considered that might prove preventive in countering
estrangement in the future.
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Further data analysis led to codes for by-products, feelings or behaviors resulting
from disaffection with the church; desire, what one wants by being part of the church
group; leadership, acknowledging the role of authority within the church; and
spirituality, recognizing that claiming God’s will trumps everything. Distrust was
included with the theme of emotions. Intimidation was added to the out-group theme.
Credibility, Transferability, and Dependability
Credibility refers to the accuracy of interpretation of the participants’ stories
(Creswell, 2007). By audiotaping and transcribing each interview, a transcription was
made to accurately reflect the experience as related by the participant. The investigator
then wrote the narrative story of the participant in the manner described by Polkinghorne
(1988): “…gathering together of events into a meaningful story” (p.131). Clandinin and
Connelly (2000) also spoke to the importance of the narrative being understood in
context. Field notes added richness and nuance to enhance the memory of the interviews
and place the researcher within the event (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). To facilitate
reliability in a study, Creswell (2007) suggested using field notes and a high-quality
recording of the interviews. Capturing nuances of expression assisted the researcher in
understanding the depth of meaning in the narrative responses to the research questions.
Thick, rich descriptions from field notes and transcriptions offered further reliability.
These descriptions were used to contextualize the narratives of the participants. Context
offered explanation for human action and cause for outcome (Polkinghorne, 1988).
In the pilot studies, Reid’s description of his family included divorce, weight
issues, and uninvolved parents. These contextual details explained motivation for Reid’s
behaviors and for what Reid considered judgment on the part of other church members.
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For Reagan, the fact that he was not southern, that he did not understand the southern
culture, and that southern people did not understand him informed his disaffection. As
Polkinghorne (1988) noted, contextual details offer explanations for behaviors. These
details explained the group processes and categorization that led to marginalization and
formation of in-groups and out-groups. Participants were given a copy of the narrative
description with an opportunity to correct any misconceptions.
Lincoln and Guba have influenced the terminology of criteria for qualitative
research. They use such terms as credibility, transferability, and dependability (Lub,
2015) to describe the veracity of qualitative research. They conceptualized procedures
for increasing veracity, such as negative case selection, prolonged engagement, audit
trails, member checks, and peer debriefing. This study attempted a form of each of these
procedures for increasing veracity.
Negative case selection is the process of intentionally seeking outliers for the
purpose of stretching the data (Lub, 2015). Participants for this study were asked to
participate regardless of the reason for disaffection. Disaffection was the criterion, but
the experiences of marginalization which led to disaffection were not limited in any way.
In this way, the investigator sought to increase veracity similarly to the negative case
selection procedure.
Prolonged engagement refers to the investigator’s involvement in the study for a
considerable time (Lub, 2015). Although the investigator was not privileged to know the
participants and the story of their disaffection in situ, the investigator attempted to grasp
the familiarity of prolonged engagement by interviewing the ten participants for two
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hours each and then returning for another hour-long interview plus adding the interview
with the intimate observer.
Audit trails, or decision trails, are the procedure the investigator employs to
document the research process (Lub, 2015). Field notes, logs, and memos were used for
this documentation.
Member checks are the process by which participants offer feedback about the
data and the findings of the study (Lub, 2015). The second interview with each
participant specifically addressed the feedback of the participant related to the narrative
of the participant’s story as well as the categories and conclusions from the data.
Peer debriefing is having someone play the role of “devil’s advocate” during the
research process (Lub, 2015). In this study, professors at Mississippi State University in
the field of Counselor Education and Educational Foundations offered assistance in
examining procedures, interpretations, and conclusions.
Polkinghorne (1988) described the dependability of the data as reliability.
Qualitative research in human sciences is unlike quantitative research in that replication
of human behaviors proves problematic (Merriam, 1998). Replication is not the evidence
of reliability in qualitative studies. Rather, consistency and dependability of the analysis
of the data is the reliability measure of qualitative studies (Merriam, 1998). This study
was examined by academics in the fields of counseling and qualitative research, as well
as by the participants whose stories are told in the study. The dependability of the study
was supported by these contributions.
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The Investigator’s Role
The principal investigator began this formal study with an interview to clarify her
assumptions on the subject of marginalization in the church. This investigator is a female
in her mid-60s with lifelong involvement in Southern Baptist churches. This investigator
is the daughter of a Southern Baptist minister and the mother of another. She has actively
participated in the ministry of Southern Baptist churches both as a child, a young adult,
and as an adult. She has served as a participant and as a leader. She has had the
opportunity to observe and hear stories of disaffection with Southern Baptist churches.
At this point, the investigator is currently not involved in an institutional church.
This investigator is just that: an investigator. The investigator began work on the
pilot studies understanding that there were individuals struggling with negative church
experiences. However, she had no conceptual grasp of a common thread that might
inform the process of negative church experiences. She recognized her potential biases
and focused specifically on what the data would reveal. As data from the pilot studies
began to clarify themes of these negative experiences, the investigator was then able to
recognize themes and categories, leading her to the theoretical framework of SIT and to
microaggressions.
The process of writing a dissertation affords examination of the researcher’s work
by academics of professional integrity. This added a measure of trustworthiness to the
work. Also, a member of the faculty of Mississippi State University, who conducted a
qualitative study for her dissertation, agreed to assist with the bracketing interview.
Thousands of books and articles confirm the problem of disaffection with church
with no consistent explanation or common thread tying them together other than a broken
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heart or wounded spirit. I, too, have experienced being wounded because of church.
However, individuals are wounded daily in relationships and yet still persist in those
relationships. This investigator wanted to understand how the relationships within church
are different. So many relationships, so many personalities, so many issues – finding a
common thread would be difficult but beneficial. The pilot studies revealed one common
thread – categorization within the group process that led to marginalization. This
investigator was surprised to find a common thread. However, this investigator hoped
this thread could be woven into a fabric of reparation within the church.
The investigator readily acceded to the possibility of researcher bias within this
study. The investigator acknowledged personal interest in the Southern Baptist
Convention. However, this investigator purposed to explore this topic not to prove a
point but to uncover one. With the help of academic professionals on the doctoral
committee, with the help of an academic professional in the bracketing interview,
following guidelines for academic rigor, and armed with basic integrity, researcher bias
did not interfere with the integrity of this study.
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CHAPTER IV
RESULTS OF THE STUDY
This is a narrative qualitative study designed to explore the perspectives of
members of Southern Baptist churches who have experienced disaffection as a result of
marginalization within church as they have practiced their religious faith. It is qualitative
purposefully to understand the participants’ interpretations of the experience (Merriam,
2009). It is narrative so that the participants’ stories may be told in a way that offers
explanations for the phenomena (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). The importance of their
stories mandates beginning this chapter with the participants’ narratives. This chapter
contains: a) the participants’ narratives; b) the findings in response to the four research
questions; and c) a discussion of the findings as it relates to existing literature.
Narratives
Audrey
Years of faithful service characterized Audrey’s story of commitment to her
church. A strong woman, gifted teacher, and eager worker, Audrey served in leadership
roles in her church for over 14 years. She taught classes, wrote Sunday School lessons,
trained teachers, and supervised teaching programs. She eagerly served on committees to
help solve problems within the church and to promote the mission of the church. But her
world suddenly collapsed with the news that her husband wanted a divorce. This news
not only took Audrey by surprise; it took her church by surprise. As Audrey described it,
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“It was like the elephant in the room that nobody would talk about…it was kind of like
the news of the hour.” When she sought out church leaders, they were not eager to help
her. When she urged them to pray about talking with her husband, their response was, “I
just really don’t feel comfortable doing it.” There was no explanation. Did they feel they
would be interfering? Did they feel Audrey’s husband would be angry? Did they just not
care? Audrey did not know. Audrey did not say that anyone pulled the God card. No
one said, “God hates divorce.” No. Audrey, resigning herself to facing her struggle
alone, said, “Nobody’s willing to step into that place of distress. That place of
messiness.” The church staff, with whom she had worked so closely, were no longer
available to her. Church leadership, with whom she had served so eagerly, did not
respond to her plea for help. Church members, whose training she had insured, showed
no concern for her distress. She realized that her life had become too “messy” to be
addressed by the church she had tried to teach about missions. Audrey was isolated and
crushed, victimized by gossip yet disappointed that no one would actually talk to her
about her struggle.
Chloe
Chloe’s affiliation with her church began before her birth when her parents
enrolled her in the Cradle Roll, a program for infants, indicating the parents’ commitment
to both their child and their church. Within a comforting cocoon of cherished
relationships in her church, Chloe proceeded through the age-appropriate classes,
learning about her faith and the Biblical precepts upon which her faith community was
established. Because Chloe’s parents were leaders in the church, Chloe’s status in church
was well established. She felt comfortable in her church, and the members of her church
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seemed almost like extended family. After two decades, the leadership in Chloe’s church
changed. Shortly after, Chloe married and moved out of town. However, she and her
husband returned to her home church after a few years. Chloe and her husband now
began to assume adult leadership roles, following in the steps of her aging parents. After
other changes in leadership, an issue in the church forced Chloe to acknowledge that
valued opinions seemed to come from White male members. When a committee of men
decided the church needed to sell its well-established historical facilities and purchase
land to build a new facility, Chloe found she had no voice in her home church. Her
conversations with her pastor, the questions she raised in business meetings, and even
writing her pleas for considerations “fell on deaf ears.” In spite of these attempts to cope
with the changing church climate, Chloe found herself in the out-group in her home
church. Although many other members shared her concerns, very few were willing to
speak to the issue for fear of disagreeing with the pastor. As with Audrey, Chloe found
herself isolated and marginalized with no voice although for a different reason. As she
related one incident:
It was a straightforward question, where had they acquired the information about
the property that was for sale. That should have just been somebody’s name, or
some realty company, or something like that. The response I received was, “Why
is that relevant?”
Chloe’s reaction was succinct: “Ooh, I was mad!” When asked about a later reaction to
another incident, she was pretty emphatic. She said, “Mad. Mad still works.”
Eventually Chloe left the church she considered home. Although she has joined another
church, she has never been able to claim it as the home for her heart and her faith.
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Jack
Pornography was the thorn in Jack’s side. He lost one job because of it. With the
help of his wife Ellie and some of his church’s ministers, he struggled to overcome the
pull of pornography. However, Jack needed more help. After he lost another job, with
the support of his wife and two church ministers, Jack sought formal professional help in
his struggle. Many years later he still maintains the discipline that set him free.
Unfortunately, judgmental church members also maintained the gossip that almost
strangled Jack and his wife. As Jack said, “I didn’t want to know who was looking at me
funny for what reason. I didn’t want to know. I wanted to put it behind me and move on,
and get back involved, and get some help.” Certain groups and certain areas of ministry
were no longer open to Jack and Ellie. They could participate, but they could not
maintain leadership positions in any area of ministry. Teaching, missions, music, serving
as a deacon, all were forbidden. Ostracized and hurt, they sought another faith
community that would be less judgmental and more forgiving, more as they perceived the
God of their faith.
Jay
In his mid-teenage years Jay received Christ and made a public profession of his
faith in his home Southern Baptist Church. He was so committed to his faith that his
pastor considered him a natural for seminary and the ministry, and he started on his
journey towards that vocation. By the time Jay reached age 21 years, he decided that
God’s call on his life was not to become a minister. Jay finished his education, and he
and his wife Rachel moved to a small southern town to open a business. Jay and Rachel
began to search for a church home, finally claiming a place in a Southern Baptist church.
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All went well for a number of years. There was a charismatic, understanding pastor and
other staff leading a church with programs to meet the needs of many people. However,
eventually one pastor left and another came, ushering in a new era and a different
attitude. The church was being led in a different direction, becoming exclusive rather
than inclusive. As Jay described it:
When the new pastor came to our church he brought with him his narrow,
fundamental theology as well as an attitude of “it’s my way or the highway.” To
me, it seemed like he was saying if I did not agree with him on what seemed to
me to be minor issues, I was wrong. What came out of his mouth at the pulpit
week after week simply flabbergasted me and my wife. It was hard to believe that
he really believed that kind of stuff.
Whether it was the subjectivity in the literalness of scripture interpretation or the
emphasis on women being removed from leadership positions within the church, Jay was
not willing to simply sit there and listen to his new pastor’s rigid dogma that majored on
minor theological principles instead of needs of people. Jay was ready to find another
church, but Rachel found her identity threatened at the idea of leaving. This struggle
resulted in friction in their marriage, but eventually their faith in God led them to find a
new local church in which to fellowship. Both Jay and Rachel compromised to find a
faith community that allowed them to express their faith in personally meaningful ways
without giving up the freedom to think for themselves.
Landry
When Landry’s church story began, he was a happy youth at church, finding
himself contributing to worship by playing music. Involved and useful, Landry was
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unaware of the forces of jealousy that would ostracize him. Years later Landry heard the
stories of the jealous parents of other youth who manipulated circumstances to see their
children in leadership roles that Landry inhabited so effortlessly. For a long time,
however, Landry could not understand what was wrong. He could not find reason in his
own head for adults walking out of church just because he played or sang in church. He
did not know what he was doing wrong. He was no longer allowed to lead music. He
was treated as a pariah. Eventually Landry learned that his work in a local restaurant had
become an issue for some in church. Landry began as a waiter in the restaurant but was
later trained to tend bar. When Landry mixed the drinks for a couple from the church, the
couple took exception and made it clear to the church that Landry’s restaurant work made
him unfit for church work. Admittedly, this was not the beginning of ostracizing Landry.
It actually seemed to be an excuse drawn upon to support already hurtful behavior.
However, this was the only specific Landry knew at that point. After several years of
being ostracized, Landry decided if he was going to be treated as the bad guy he would
just be the bad guy. Then followed years of token church attendance in the midst of
drunken binges. With no help from his church, God and a particular young lady stopped
Landry’s slide into debauchery. With their help, Landry found his way past the hurt and
anger of mean-spirited judgment to a place of service in commitment to his church and
his faith.
Peyton
Camp Can’t Go Home was the symbol of Peyton’s downfall. Camp Can’t Go
Home was Peyton’s name for prison. Peyton went to prison. Years of operating a
thriving business, years of faithful service to the church, and one mistake changed it all.
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Yes, the mistake was serious. It was a legal issue. Peyton made no excuses. He lost the
business. That was expected under the circumstances. But he lost his “so called friends”
at church. That was not expected. Peyton now makes excuses for them: “I think that the
ones that were what I considered Christians weren’t being bad to us or whatever. I think
they were absolutely consumed. Peyton, business man, prisoner, deacon? They, they just
didn’t know what….” Charlotte, Peyton’s wife, found the behavior of their church
friends very hurtful. She said, “I felt like it was, that somebody had died and nobody
came to the funeral. Because usually your friends would come if someone that meant a
lot to them had passed away. And I didn’t see that.” It took 12 years. Twelve long
painful years later, Peyton and Charlotte found what they needed in another church.
Reagan
On the surface, Reagan looked like many other Southern Baptist church members.
A White male, he looked like he belonged. But his words belied this fit. His attitude was
different. He was a Yankee. Reagan grew up with different traditions describing his
religious beliefs. He did not understand the rigidity of Southern Baptist traditions. His
leadership skills were valued until his inclusive attitude was questioned. Reagan
befriended a minister who had committed an indiscretion and valued the contribution of a
divorceé to the ministry of the church. The exclusivity of the Southern Baptist church
puzzled and frustrated Reagan. Standing up for what he considered important left him
ostracized and misunderstood. The cost was too great. He felt ostracized, judged,
threatened. Reagan spent years avoiding church before finally finding a faith community
he could appreciate.
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Reid
Reid’s story began with heartache at home that was exacerbated at church. Reid’s
family was in crisis because of his parents’ marital problems. Although his family
attended church, one parent went seeking solace and the other went seeking affirmation.
The children went to church to be with the parents. However, other children, as children
often do, repeated remarks they overheard from their parents; remarks of judgment
referencing Reid’s parents’ marital struggles, their lifestyle choices, and their parenting
skills. Reid was struggling with ideas about how he could help sustain his parents’
marriage. He bristled with anger over insensitive remarks about how his parents were
getting a divorce, how he and his siblings were just not being “raised” properly, “not up
to par” for the church, and even comments about his family being overweight. These
comments were made by people who should have been caring and kind. He opted out of
church then, struggling with anger and hurt for himself and his family. He has not yet
found a church to trust with the hearts of his family.
Sophia
Sophia’s faith was nourished as a child in church with her family singing the
hymns of her Christian heritage. Later, she and her husband taught Bible studies both in
and out of the church. Sophia still takes her faith seriously, responsibly. She nurtures,
protects, and defends her faith. She faithfully did this within her church community until
her church community abandoned her. Her church embraced a leader with a vastly
different concept of ministry, changed its concept of worship, and moved toward a more
exclusive attitude. Her struggle with these dramatic changes went unheeded. Was it her
age? Was it her decided lack of enthusiasm for the contemporary style of worship? Was
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it that she could not see the church’s actions drawing people to Jesus? In her words, “I’m
torn that maybe church is changing to attract young people, and I just wonder, what are
they attracting them to?” After faithfully voting her conscience in church business
sessions and then conferring with the pastor, Sophia gave up on her church of years. She
accepted full responsibility for the breach in relationship, saying she should allow
nothing to bother her by keeping her focus on Jesus. Sophia also accepted responsibility
for her faith by finding Bible study in one setting, worship in another, fellowship in
another, and service in yet another. Even so she holds no animosity for the church that
left her adrift. She accepts responsibility, she ponders her questions, and she goes where
she can nurture her faith.
Tanner
Tanner grew up attending a non-denominational church. Although he was
baptized in a swimming pool, he had a very real understanding of what the experience of
baptism meant in terms of his faith. When Tanner married, he and his wife wanted to
join a Baptist church in their community. However, Tanner’s non-denominational
swimming pool baptism raised questions in the minds of leaders in the Baptist church.
Not being the type to raise a fuss, Tanner was willing to comply with rebaptism with the
understanding that nothing in him would change because that work had already been
done. The issue was eventually resolved with the help of an older pastor. Tanner then
began to teach Sunday School, sing in the choir, and serve as a deacon. However,
Tanner’s struggles were just beginning. Tanner’s wife had a mental illness. Tanner
coped with his wife, took care of his children, supported the family, and still went to
church. Tanner did not know whether the church knew about his wife’s mental illness or
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not. There was not an acknowledgment in the form of support or encouragement. When
Tanner finally decided that divorce was the best option for his family, he met with the
pastor to resign his church positions. As Tanner described his actions, “I’ve always let
people down easy.” The pastor had told Tanner that divorce was a sin, so in Tanner’s
mind he would make it easy. Just as with the baptism, easy, no fuss. To his credit, the
pastor who had told Tanner that divorce was a sin offered Tanner help with his children.
The problem was that Tanner had no consistent support system. His world was falling
apart. Divorce went against his own personal principles. Instead of Tanner making it
easy for the church, what would it look like for the church to make it easier for Tanner?
Tanner left the church. He got the divorce. But he kept his children.
The participants’ narratives provided a general account of their struggles with
church, giving a context in which to explore disaffection. Their stories shed light on the
subtle and not so subtle ways in which the church expresses its displeasure. The findings
which follow peel back layers of hurt to explore motivations for negative interactions.
Findings
The findings are discussed as they relate to the research questions and are
organized in this order:
1.

What negative interpersonal transgressions happened in one’s relationship
with one’s church?

2.

What emotional consequences resulted from negative interpersonal
transgressions in church?
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3.

What resources were available to one struggling with negative
interpersonal transgressions in church?

4.

What were the consequences for one’s religious and spiritual life as a
result of negative interpersonal transgressions within one’s church?

Each research question’s findings follow the research question. Themes are described
under each question, and findings follow in alphabetical order according to the name of
the participant.
Research Question 1: What experiences contribute to individuals becoming
disaffected with their faith community?
SIT emphasizes social categorization of the individual and identity verification
within groups, leading to the understanding of the importance of in-group membership
(Burris & Jackson, 2000; Hogg, 2006). Understanding the significance of in-group
membership, it is easier to understand how the subtle but denigrating messages described
in the microaggressions literature effectively marginalize certain people and groups. This
section addresses factors that effectively shifted participants from the in-group to the outgroup, and for many, from the out-group away from the church. These factors are
discussed from the perspective of the participants as they perceive Southern Baptist
doctrine. The first theme, divorce and gender, relates to issues the participants viewed as
theological issues for Southern Baptists. The second theme, fitting the mold, describes
the participants’ perceptions of Southern Baptists’ attitudes toward people who are
accepted in their churches. The third theme, messiness, is associated with the
participants’ impression that the Southern Baptist concept of help includes praying for an
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individual to find freedom from a struggle, but if the prayer fails to promptly alleviate the
problem, the church is ill-equipped to offer other forms of support.
Divorce and gender. Two specific factors, divorce and gender, contributed to
shunning four of the participants from the in-group. Southern Baptists are generally
understood to take a strong stand on divorce and to prohibit women from entering the
role of a pastor or leadership positions within the church (Southern Baptist Convention,
n.d.). Each Southern Baptist church is autonomous and may express its attitude about
these factors in unique ways with unique attitudes. Audrey, Reid, Tanner, and Chloe
found that their churches took a rigid stance related to these factors.
Audrey was marginalized because of divorce. Audrey noted that there were three
prominent church families going through divorce at the time her husband announced he
wanted a divorce. The way she described it, “It was like the elephant in the room that
nobody would talk about…All of us just kind of were left out.” She remembered the
gossip: “It was kind of like the news of the hour. Everybody knew about it.” As Foster
(2004) described, gossip is useful in establishing boundaries and critiquing group
members. No one reached out to Audrey:
I didn’t get a card from not one person. I didn’t get a call from anybody on the
staff or other people…I was stunned and baffled by the response of the church…It
hurt me deeply and I was already hurting so.
Audrey came to the conclusion, “Nobody’s willing to step into that place of distress, that
place of messiness.” As Ysseldyk et al., (2010) explained, satisfaction with one’s
identity as part of the group demands reinforcement by the group. Audrey was no longer
getting the reinforcement of her identity within the in-group. The microaggressions
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literature (Sue et al., 2007) would describe ignoring Audrey as a microassault, a
conscious, deliberate bias. Audrey was marginalized, suddenly excommunicated from
the in-group because of a divorce she did not want and which eventually never occurred.
But by the time her marriage was restored, Audrey had been embraced by another
denomination.
As with Audrey, Reid found himself marginalized because of divorce. One factor
in Reid’s story was divorce, the divorce of his parents. Reid struggled with the gossip
about the possibility of his parents’ divorce: “We would hear stuff at church when we
would go, how they would talk bad about our family because our parents might get a
divorce. Or how certain ways that we were raised were just not up to par for the
church…we were always feeling like we were crucified.” Reid’s summation was,
“Everybody was more hypocritical than spiritual rich…It was, ‘That’s a sin, can’t do
that.’” The gossip about his parents’ possible divorce caused Reid to struggle. It
marginalized him and his family and prohibited their participation with the in-group.
As with Audrey and Reid, Tanner struggled with the concept of divorce. Burris
and Jackson (2000) discussed the individual’s intentional behaviors to conform to ingroup identity or to inhibit being identified with the out-group. Tanner was intentional
about conforming to the in-group. Although he became a deacon, a choir member, and a
Sunday School teacher, he said, “I never really did feel a part of that church.” He did not
specifically blame that on the church’s insistence that he be rebaptized to join their
congregation. However, he related the church’s question of his baptism in the next
sentence after he acknowledged not feeling a part of the church. He did acknowledge
that other members had been going to the same church their entire lives whereas he had
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not. If the church mandated baptism within the Baptist church baptistery to be part of the
in-group, Tanner would comply. It was the divorce, however, that was the final blow for
Tanner. As Tanner said:
He [the pastor] did have to have a conversation with me at one time to let me
know. I’m sure he felt like he had to do his pastoral duty, and let me know that
that was wrong, what I was doing, and that it is a sin and that you’re not supposed
to be getting a divorce.
Divorced men were not going to be part of the in-group in the Baptist church.
Understanding that “like as far as being a deacon and in a Southern Baptist church, once
you get a divorce you can’t be a deacon,” Tanner made it easy on the pastor by saying, “I
will be stepping down [as a deacon] so you don’t have to worry about any of that.”
Tanner acknowledged that he was no longer able to comply with the behavior
stereotypical of the in-group. Burying his own personal hurt over his divorce, Tanner
made it easy on his church to sideline him in the out-group.
Chloe experienced a similar judgmental church attitude related to gender. The
church that Chloe considered home had never given her reason to feel “less than” because
of her gender. However, the imperious attitude of a newly formed committee caused
Chloe to feel her gender was a factor in disqualifying her from the in-group. Chloe felt
the rejection: “When they just draw a line and they are unwilling to listen, and unwilling
to even hear, then there is something else there besides just disagreeableness.” She
continued, “The dismissive quality in response to things that I asked or said was
present…as though I didn’t have the right to ask.” Dismissed in church business
meetings, reprimanded for not toeing the church party line, and unsupported by other
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church members, Chloe was no longer part of the in-group. She was “second class. You
don’t matter.” Chloe acknowledged other issues besides gender when she said of the
overbearing committee:
They were all middle-aged White men—of course, that’s all we got, was White—
but there were no women, there were no young people, there were no senior
adults, so the population of the church was not represented on that committee.
Ava, Chloe’s friend of many years, described Chloe’s attitude: “She takes a real hard
view at how Southern Baptists view women in the church as less than. I do think it
started to change about that time. Because she was dismissed…she was really
dismissed.”
Southern Baptists’ reputation for not allowing women leadership roles (Melick,
1998; Southern Baptist Convention, n.d.) is supported by the idea of a committee, tasked
with a major decision of the church, which included no women. Randel’s (2002) study of
gender salience offers some possible perceptions to consider. Randel noted that the
context of the group affects identity salience. Her study explained that because gender
identity is important to the majority members, heterogeneity of the group increases
negative effects for the majority members. In other words, in Southern Baptist churches
where men are the majority in leadership positions, heterogeneity would not be desired.
In Chloe’s experience, her gender was thus quite understandably an issue in relegating
her to the out-group.
Fitting the mold. Fitting into a mold and rigidity was problematic for many
participants as they related to the Southern Baptist in-group. Burris and Jackson (2000)
described how groups develop a prototype by encouraging behaviors approved by the
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group and thus offering guidelines of acceptable and unacceptable behaviors for the ingroup. Participants described this as fitting into a mold or as being rigid or narrowminded.
Audrey fit the prototype for the in-group, at least until her husband asked for a
divorce. Maya, Audrey’s good friend, explained the church’s attitude when learning of
Audrey’s possible divorce:
You didn’t fit their mold. And so if you didn’t fit their mold of being a widow, or
being somebody that was single by choice, then there was just nothing they could
do to really help you or even try to help you. And they did that to Audrey. They
just pretty much told her she was not really welcome to be a leader any more.
And that was devastating to her.
Very much like Audrey, Jay fit the prototype for the in-group in his church. Yet
Jay found the idea of rigidity repugnant. He phrased it using the term “narrow”. He was
decidedly unhappy when his church called a pastor Jay described as “the most narrowminded person that they probably ever could’ve found in America.” Rachel, Jay’s wife,
concurred: “When the new pastor came, that’s when things changed. So it went from
being moderate to more narrow, fundamental conservative.” Jay expressed his concern
over the attitude that certain behaviors and beliefs were outside the pale:
The way in is narrow. I mean, you can’t make it as – by no other name are you
going be saved. So the way in is narrow. But the problem is, is that so many
churches, the way in’s narrow, and it stays narrow.
In other words, to be “in” there were restrictions to acceptance. One was to be almost
hyper involved in church activities. However, other restrictions applied, such as
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absolutely no alcohol, no women in leadership, no divorced people in leadership, and no
gender identity questions allowed. Although the SBC does not state these restrictions so
dogmatically, Jay’s church, under the new leadership, applied SBC principles in the
extreme. Jay’s response to the narrow-minded attitude was, “If you realize, I realize,
what grace I am given, have been given, and am being given. I mean, the Lord, what he
puts up with, with me. You know? I’m going to measure you?”
Peyton and Charlotte had also been prototypical of the in-group in church. They
lost that position very dramatically, however, and now relish being in a church where
there is no mold. Their description of their current church explored the idea of not
having a mold:
Charlotte: You think people that have prestige whether they’re doctors or lawyers,
that they’re a little bit better than you. But I’ve found that’s not true. These
people at this church, everybody’s on the same level. It doesn’t matter. It doesn’t
matter if you don’t have a dime in your piggy bank. Or if you have money galore.
These people don’t look at anybody differently.
Sondra: So you don’t have to fit a mold?
Charlotte: No, you do not.
Peyton: Not a Black mold, not a White mold… Not even a Christian mold. You
go in there and you act like you’re not a Christian, and then all of a sudden you’ll
start saying, I can’t act this way anymore, I’ve got to be a Christian.
As Peyton and Charlotte describe the position of their current church, the church
welcomes the people without considering a mold. Newcomers are welcomed by the
church; they are loved by the church; they are wanted in the in-group.
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Unlike Peyton and Charlotte, Reagan never felt truly accepted in the in-group.
Anderson, Reagan’s friend and confidant, experienced struggles similar to Reagan’s. He
described the Baptist church’s doctrine of the priesthood of the believer (see Southern
Baptist Convention, n.d.) as allowing church members to understand Scripture as the
Holy Spirit inspires interpretation. However, he noted that the church doctrine changed,
causing concern for Reagan and for himself. He said, “I saw the church change, going
from the, more like a concept of priesthood of the believer, to going toward this is what
you have to believe. Getting more rigid.” Reagan agreed with how Anderson described
the church doctrine. He found the exclusive attitude foreign to what he understood the
church to represent: “I felt like I was a member of a club. And why would you want to
set members of your church apart? We’re all in this together. We’re all supposed to be
working for one common goal.”
As Reagan had done, Reid questioned the actions of a church that would set
members apart. Reid could not possibly fit the mold of the church he attended as a young
person.
If you don’t fit this mold, they, you know, they either not necessarily will ridicule
you in your face, but there’s always little cliques and groups that will not hang out
with you, will not even want to sit with you at church and talk with you at church
because you don’t fit in their specific mold. It’s their own issue. They need to be a
little bit more open-minded instead of, “You’re not the same color as me,” or
“You don’t have the same type of dress as me,” or…just very close-minded.
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Reid also observed that money was the great equalizer. Greater acceptance was found
with money: “It didn’t matter what you did. As long as you kept filling up the offering
plate, Jesus loves you.” His description of most churches was:
…really judgmental and really fickle about their congregation and how they
perceive one another. And it’s not as friends. It’s more of a competition. It
shouldn’t be a competition. It should be, “Hey, we’re all here, great. Enjoy it and
learn. Let’s not just bash and clash.
On the other hand, Sophia did fit the mold at church. She actually found it
difficult to be negative about her church. She did acknowledge, “Some years ago, we had
a less than rigid pastor and staff. But the next pastor would just drive me crazy.” From
Sophia, those were harsh words.
Tanner also had no harsh words for the church either. Tanner was patient with the
church. “They were trying to get me to adapt to their way, I guess. I don’t know how
else…I don’t know how else to explain that one. Fit the mold.” He described the actions
the church wanted from him as, “If you want me to go through the motions so that it’s ok
with everybody in your church for me to join the church, I guess that’s what I’ll do.” In
his mind:
It was a young pastor in there and then you had the older deacons and they’re only
used

to having things seen one way. And you come from something different. They

see things

going one way and that’s the way they want to continue things on.

Messiness. Hogg (2006, p. 118) described a prototype as a “fuzzy set of
attributes.” The characteristics are not specifically delineated but are generally
understood. Group members attend to how closely group members do or do not match
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the attributes of the prototype with greater approval of members for the closer match and
less approval of members for a more obscure match (Hogg, 2006). This is an interesting
detail in light of Hayward and Elliott’s (2011) work explaining that good group members
experienced greater support. The “fuzzy” is exacerbated when there are no definitive
boundaries for the circumstances in people’s lives. Audrey coined an expression that was
meaningful to many of the narratives—messy. As she said of some concerns with
indefinite solutions, “That is very messy, and you might not get well.” If one could not
live up to the expectations of the in-group after receiving what the church had to offer,
that was “messy.”
Audrey further described the inability of her church to address circumstances for
which there were no clear resolutions:
I do think it’s sad that leadership hasn’t been able to say, “Y’all, let’s cool our
jets. What is the point?” I mean, like, at the Baptist church, there wasn’t a divorce
recovery group. There was not a grief recovery group. There was nothing like
that, that said… addictions. There was nothing ever… If you’ve got a problem,
you need to find another place to go to church because we don’t have time to fool
with that. That is very messy, and you might not get well. I mean, we can do these
things. It starts on Monday and ends on Friday. That’s the things we like.
Y’know? And things that are messy or may not turn out well, the person might go
back out there and start using again? Or the divorce might actually happen even
though you try to reconcile it? Or whatever. There was never…
Audrey named several messy things. The participants in this study named others, such as
pornography and legal issues. Several participants found that the “fuzzy” attributes
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allowed for their marginalization. They did not closely match the prototype for the ingroup.
Diplomatically, Jack’s struggle did not fit the prototype. It could be described as
“messy.” However, he described his struggle with pornography as “one of the gross
ones.” For Jack himself it was and is difficult: “There’s the whole shame issue. I mean
when I think about the whole issue itself and focus on that, sure. There’s that whole
issue. There’s that whole gross, unworthy feeling that just comes roiling back up.” Ellie
watched Jack struggle: “He definitely saw himself as less than.” She described his
attitude about himself:
Oh, well, I’m not good enough to do that anymore. And kind of almost
rebelliously played the role of, “Well, I’m the bad one.” Even though, I think I
know him well enough to know that that was just his way of masking that he was
hurt more than he was…he turned that into anger, I guess is what I’m saying.
Recognizing the “less than” attitude that comes with “messy,” Ellie did not accept
what she perceived as the disparity in the church’s perceptions of these messy things:
There are definitely worse sins and lesser sins. And I think that is contrary, very
much so. But you can’t say that’s ok and then say that this is horrible, because
it’s not that different. Isn’t it supposed to be a place for people to find healing,
however that looks?
Ellie came face-to-face with the contradiction between the Christian ideal versus the
Baptist reality. Jack’s struggle with pornography did not match the prototype, was not a
“fuzzy” attribute, and pushed him decidedly into the out-group.
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Unlike Jack, the issue that pushed Landry in the out-group was more obtuse. For
Landry, jealousy was the messy thing. Landry was not the perpetrator of the jealousy; he
was the target. Landry was in the spotlight and “They didn’t like the fact that I was being
asked to do things that were visible to the church.” Landry described it, for parents who:
push their children to do things, to be in the spotlight, and that kind of thing. And
then when their children weren’t and we were…you had this little group looking
out for their interests…one of the more quote-unquote powerful groups…I
became a targeting point.
It was an issue out of Landry’s control. He would have appreciated help with the issue:
But if there’s nobody that’s going to hear it and nobody that is in charge to fairly
and honestly mediate things and to look to what God says is right, above his
paycheck, or above his or her social status, above whatever else, then I don’t think
it’s ever going to change.
Landry did not think much of the church embracing molds. He thought the
church should be comfortable with messy:
If we as Christians only hang out with other Christians, if we only associate with
other Christians, and we only talk to other

Christians, if we pigeonhole

ourselves and hold us… I mean, you can clearly look at the Bible, and Jesus hung
around with about twelve… For the most part, a lot of his stories are him talking
to people that needed to be talked to. Sinners. That were not like Jesus.
Landry dealt with the effects of others’ jealousy, which was messy. However, in
Landry’s mind, not standing up for what was right was also messy. It was difficult for
Landry to clarify the prototypical behaviors.
130

Identifying prototypical behavior was also difficult for Jude. Jude played music
with his brother, Landry, and experienced many of the same struggles. He described
messy with, “There is a point where the drama just becomes too tiresome.” As Jude
described it, there was not an easy fix for Landry’s struggle: “I think there was a lot
confusion. And he got caught up in some things and then didn’t know how to get out. It
became familiar. It kind of was a snow-ball effect, I think.” Jude recounted their
decision for dealing with messy, “Because we felt if it couldn’t be healed, the only way
for others to not really see [the division and hate] is just to separate ourselves from the
entire situation.”
Similar to Jack’s story, Peyton’s story was very messy. Twelve years after
leaving his Baptist church, messy must still have been on Peyton’s mind. He was
thinking messy as he described going to his next church: “I think God made the doors
open, made it feel like we don’t have to say, ‘Hey, everybody come here. I got to tell
you, I been to prison.’” Peyton’s wife Charlotte admitted to messy thoughts:
I think we were running away from what we thought people would think about us.
And what situation we had to face and go through. But that was not the case
because that was never mentioned. And we were running away from it because it
was very hurtful, in the way that some of our “so-called friends” did not accept us
the way they did before.
Acknowledging the messy her husband described, Charlotte admitted wanting the
support of her church. However, she recognized that their situation was too messy for
church:
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When we needed the church, nobody came. And it was hurtful. It was more
hurtful for me than I think it was for him because he was getting ready to go
away. I had to face people and I didn’t know how people were going to react. I
was very emotional about it. Still, I didn’t have people come up to me and say,
‘It’s going to be ok, Charlotte. You’re going to make it. You’re going to get
through this.’ Didn’t have that.
Charlotte’s struggle included not only a decimated lifestyle, but also the unmet
expectations of what it means for the church to be Christ-like. Even the pastor of the
church was unable to minister to Peyton and Charlotte in this situation: “When your
preacher doesn’t come to your rescue when you have a situation that’s so hard to handle,
what does that tell you about him?” However, Charlotte made sense in her own mind of
her messy circumstances:
I look at it this way. In anybody’s situation there’s something that’s not good.
They’re accountable for what they did, and that’s on their conscience. I can’t do
anything about it. I can change me. But I can’t change them. That’s something
they have to do. That’s their choice. So, they’re accountable. And that’s how I
look at it. That’s the only way that I can continue on. Because that can be a
burden and it can make your life miserable. So it’s better to just forget about it.
It’s water under the bridge. Let’s just look towards the future. Or look for today
because we’re not promised tomorrow. And I decided later on that they just
didn’t know what to say. I just accepted it, that that’s what it was. They just
didn’t know what to say.
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Peyton and Charlotte were left to find their own way through their messy situation. They
had moved from the in-group to the out-group. The church seemed unable to make sense
of the transition and certainly unable to support them through it.
Unlike Peyton and Charlotte, Reid never really felt like part of the in-group. Reid
wrestled with the idea of his parents getting a divorce and with the idea that divorce
would forever ban his family from the in-group. At church, he faced not only the
judgment of his parents’ divorce but also of their child-rearing practices. He even noted,
“Having an overweight family, we got a lot of abuse that way from just being made fun
of and just never, you just never feel like you can relax. You’re always having to look
over your shoulder.” Messy issues permeated Reid’s life:
Hearing it from some of the kids, what their parents had said, and they repeat it,
not knowing what it even means, and… I’m a little headstrong, so I’ll go and I’ll
tell the parents what they can do if they can’t say it to my face or my parents’
face, where they can go. It didn’t work too well. They’d never really heard a 10,
11-year-old kid cuss them out at church. ‘Cause I was so angry I couldn’t protect
my family from them.
There were no quick fixes in Reid’s life. He did not understand the in-group prototype.
His life was just messy. The church did not know how to handle messy.
The church did not know how to handle the messy thing for Sophia either. Messy
for Sophia sounded like contemporary music. She described what happened:
About that time I was feeling like the worship service was going off and leaving
me. It’s not what I grew up in. All this… jiggy music, and that kind of stuff. I just
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couldn’t concentrate on worshiping. It’s my fault because I should keep my eyes
on Jesus and let anything else go, but I didn’t find I could do that.
The worship service was not the only thing Sophia needed help cleaning up. Referencing
a divorce case involving her family, she said, “Then a person did betray me. And so, you
don’t know who to trust at church. I mean, you’ve got your friends. But just other people
that you thought were friends.”
Sophia found herself in a church setting where the worship service was going off
and leaving her and people she thought were her friends betrayed her. However, she was
accepting a lot of the responsibility because she was getting older. She laughed as she
said, “Young people bringing up their families. They should be there. But are you just
going to leave the old people?” She admitted her struggle with all the messiness: “I’m
just stumbling along, getting older, trying to figure things out and seeing what God wants
me to be doing now.” Sophia could not recognize ministry to senior adults in the mission
of her church. She did not see a place in the in-group for older church members.
Sophia’s heart showed through the messy when she said, “I’m torn that maybe church is
changing to attract young people, and I just wonder, what are they attracting them to?”
Sophia’s own definition of the in-group prototype was threatened.
As did Sophia, Tanner found himself choosing behavior that did not fit the ingroup prototype. Tanner was definitely messy. He did get a divorce, but before getting
the divorce he was trying to manage marriage to a wife who was mentally ill. Tanner
dealt with his wife’s suicide attempts, overdose, hospitalizations, mental hospitalizations,
and absences for weeks at a time. At church he would hear such remarks as, “Man, your
wife came up in the church the other day and just had a grocery sack full of pills.” Still,
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Tanner tried. He went to counseling with his wife. He took care of the children and still
went to work every day:
They were three and five, I’d take them to school and then a lot times my Mom
would go pick them up and bring them back to her house. And then when I got
through working I would go through and pick them up and come home and feed
them and bathe them or do whatever and get in the bed and do it again the next
day. Then when I would go to church a lot of people would be like, “Man, how
do you do that? Isn’t that rough? Having to do all that without your wife there?”
I’m like, “No. What y’all really don’t understand is, it’s so much easier. It’s so
much easier when she’s gone.”
Perhaps it is understandable that the church members who were so concerned that Tanner
needed to be rebaptized to join their church did not know how to offer him support.
Perhaps in some traditions it is reasonable that making sure Tanner knew he was
committing a sin by getting a divorce was more important than helping him survive
rearing two preschoolers alone and forgiving himself for not being able to hold his family
together. In this church, the prototype was clear, and it did not include getting a divorce.
Yes, Tanner’s situation was messy.
In summarizing the responses found in answer to research question 1, the SBCs
theologically based tenets around divorce and gender (see Southern Baptist Convention,
n.d.) exacerbated the struggles of several participants. Even when the participant was not
responsible for the breach in prototypical behavior, the local SBC church offered no
solace or reparation. Although fitting the mold was less well-defined than the concepts
of divorce and gender, fitting the mold was basically as inflexible even if not always
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supported by theological precepts. All of the struggles that drove the participants from
the in-group proved messy. As Audrey said, “That is very messy, and you might not get
well.” None of the participants was able to live up to the expectations of the in-group.
They were “messy.” The church had nothing to offer them for their messiness.
Research Question 2: How do the negative experiences which lead to disaffection in
church change one’s life?
Growth resulting from trauma or crisis is not a new concept in religion and
philosophy. Current literature has examined and supported the idea that growth may
result from trauma or crisis (Denney, Aten, & Leavell, 2011; Ellison et al., 2009; Harris,
Erbes, & Engdahl, 2008; Pargament, 2002; Shaw, Joseph, & Linley, 2005). All
participants in this study experienced growth in some area after their experience of
disaffection. For several of them, however, it was not an immediate response to
disaffection. The first theme in this section, Growth, addresses growth in response to
negative interactions. This theme includes three subthemes of growth, Intrinsic
Spirituality, Sensitivity to Struggling People, and Responsiveness to the Church’s
Mission.
The microaggressions literature offered insight into the participants’ struggles
with marginalization (sue, 2010). Responses to this question address the participants’
reactions to the types of behaviors and attitudes that marginalized them, specifically: a)
reparation with the in-group is dependent on the one marginalized; b) denial of the
marginalization does not negate its harmful effects; c) pain from a marginalized
relationship is heightened by the intimacy of the relationship; and d) the rejection of
marginalization cannot be understood until it is experienced. These responses are
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addressed under the theme of Marginalization with subthemes of Reparation, Denial,
Pain, and Rejection.
Growth.
Intrinsic spirituality. In his essay on religion and spirituality, Pargament
described “intrinsics” as “those saintly folks who live their faith.” (Pargament, 1999).
Intrinsic refers to the thing that is built in, innate, that finds its source within itself.
Jordan, Master, Hooker, Ruiz, and Smith (2013) described intrinsic religiousness as a
religion that is motivated by a religious orientation as opposed to another orientation such
as status or social orientation. The intrinsic spirituality observed as growth within the
participants was specifically and intentionally an orientation of the spiritual within
themselves.
As described, Audrey’s spirituality had always been intrinsic with expression of
that spirituality in her faith community. Her intrinsic spirituality changed as a result of
disaffection with the SBC church. Her first response to how her life has changed since
leaving the Baptist church was, “I do a lot less now.” Audrey is now Catholic. The
Catholic tradition has a different prototype from the Baptist. Audrey described her
Catholic self as, “more quiet…interior…less striving… peaceful…serene…humble.”
Ellison et al. (2009) questioned the idea of negative interactions eventually inspiring
spiritual growth. For Audrey, her negative experiences at least led her to a more peaceful
place in the practice of her religious faith.
On the other hand, Chloe’s transition after disaffection was not peaceful. “I felt
like I was being uprooted from my church,” was the way Chloe described leaving her
home church to find another place to practice her religious faith. She explained her
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decision when she said, “When I would leave church with a worse attitude than what I
went in with, then it was time to do something else, because I knew that wasn’t the Holy
Spirit.” She expressed her priority this way: “What meaning is there in my life if I don’t
have my God?” Chloe affirmed her relationship to God through the process of
disaffection.
Likewise struggling, Ellie consciously worked for an understanding of her faith:
It’s made me really think about what I believe and not, in terms of my own
individual relationship with God and what I understand about what the Word
says, not just listen to someone else tell me what I should believe. We all say
actions speak louder than words, but wow. What you do makes so much more
difference than what you say. Whether that’s when you tell somebody you love
them and then you don’t treat them that way. Or that you forgive them and then
you don’t treat them that way. Of course in some ways I wish it had all never
happened, but there’s been too much growth for me to really be able to say that.
As with Ellie, Landry worked to understand his faith and the expression of that
faith. There was a contrast in Landry’s attitude from the beginning of his struggle with
disaffection to when he was restored to his faith community after the disaffection. He
began with the attitude, “I just kind of told God to leave me alone. ‘I’m kind of tired of
these people that you’re so proud of, and I’m going to do what I want to.’” However,
Landry used the experience to learn good lessons. Thinking of the people who had
marginalized him, he decided:
I wasn’t going to let a bunch of Chihuahuas affect the way that I wanted to live
my life… I started to realize that harboring bitterness doesn’t affect anybody but
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yourself…So for me to be angry at all these people and, “Why did you put me
through this?” It’s not going to change anything. So that was a life lesson I had
to learn. I got to live my life in a way that I see fit and the way that I feel the Lord
is leading me. I had to choose to start seeing the positive instead of the
negatives…It’s still a process to this day. All I can do is be the man of God that
I’m supposed to be. It absolutely changed my life, and I can look back now and
say yes, how it changed my life for the better.
As with Landry, Peyton and Charlotte’s lives changed for the better also. But for
Peyton and Charlotte, it took 12 years of a sort of hibernation before they could give
church another chance.
It took 12 years for us to get back into the church…we kind of started getting our
foot back in the door. And it was just like, Why did we wait so long? Why did
we stay away when we could have been enjoying the friendship of these people?
Armed with the grace of their present church, Peyton and Charlotte both have granted
grace to the perpetrators of the microassaults and microinsults that wounded them so
deeply. “I decided later on that they just didn’t know what to say. I just accepted it, that
that’s what it was. They just didn’t know what to say.” Peyton’s attitude was succinctly
expressed when he said, “If you were God, you would say, ‘Peace, my son.’” Peyton and
Charlotte found grace and granted grace after their struggle with disaffection.
As with Peyton and Charlotte, Reid did not find grace in the Baptist church.
Therefore, Reid backed away from the institutional church but not from spirituality. He
said of the decisions he and his wife have made, “We’re not going to let a church or a
congregation tell us what’s right and wrong, not any more.” He spoke of his spirituality:
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I talk to Him a lot. I’m just always praying, talking, and just trying to better
myself so I can help people…He made me the way I’m supposed to be made. So
every one of us have something to offer. You just have to be willing to look at
yourself. What can I do? What do I have to offer? Why am I here?
As Chloe had stressed her relationship with her God, Tanner also relied on that.
He stated his belief succinctly: “It all has to do with I know my personal relationship with
Him” Theological precepts, judgmental people, and church rules faded in comparison to
Tanner’s relationship to his God.
Sensitivity to struggling people. Several participants spoke of being more aware
of and tuned in to people around them who were struggling. This was not in response to
some mission of church but rather an internal motivation. Whether motivated by their
personal growth or resulting from their personal struggle, the sensitivity of the
participants toward others who are hurting spoke of their intrinsic spirituality.
Chloe was the first to mention this idea. Chloe’s relationship to God was
affirmed and she grew in awareness. She said, “It does make one more sensitive. It has
made me more sensitive to the woundedness that church can cause.”
Jack and Ellie’s story also affirmed the idea of growth coming from negative
interactions. Jack found spiritual growth on the other side of his struggle:
You couldn’t pay me enough to go through all that again. But, I think there’s a
different quality to my character. And a different way that I look at folks…I’m
kind of hoping that I’m going to be like that [forgiving and accepting] with other
folks that have awkward situations…I feel like I have a mission. I hope I have a
sensitivity to that.
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Ellie also said she tries to look for the positive: “I guess it’s made me rethink how I see
other people as well. Which is probably a good thing.” She said she learned a lot:
There’s definitely good and bad things. It’s made me more wary. But at the same
time it’s made me value people who really do accept us and make sure that I make
other people feel that way. It’s helped me to teach my kids that it really is ok to
make mistakes and to learn from them and to grow beyond them, but that those
still make us who we are.
Agreeing with Ellie’s attitude of learning, Jude also said he learned a lot: “All it
is now is just a point to look back on and…remember the wisdom that was gleaned from
all those experiences, and if anything to be able to share with others who go through the
same thing.” Jude admitted that Landry’s experience and his own proximity to that
struggle altered how he viewed church: “It did. And it still affects me to this day.”
Also admitting to the learning curve, Charlotte described her lessons this way:
I’ve learned this. You don’t have to say much but you do need to do something.
There’s nobody in this world that’s perfect, and we’re all going to go through
storms. But if you’re close to that person, you need to do something for that
person. Whether it’s going to Walgreen’s and going to the card section and going
through several different cards finding the right words to say that that person
might be uplifted. Bringing him a casserole and saying, I’m thinking of you and
what you’re going through. Take this as a love gift.
She described it succinctly when she said, “You have been there and done that and you
don’t want people to hurt like you were hurting.” She emphasized, “You’ve got to do
something.”
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Responsiveness to the Church’s Mission. The Baptist Faith and Message
(Southern Baptist Convention, n.d.) speaks of ministering to people from all nations
because of “love for others.” It declares that all with which the individual is endowed is
given to use “for the glory of God and for helping others.” They clearly express the
expected attitude and behavior of the Christian in their church with the statement,
“Christians should always be careful to act in love.” The participants in this study who
struggled with disaffection grew in an understanding of church that would epitomize this
statement.
Ellie seemed to have learned something about loving and helping others, even the
unlovely, even the flawed. She said:
I guess it was an education for me too in realizing that churches are filled with
flawed people and we all have blind spots, we all have shortcomings. I guess it’s
made me rethink how I see other people as well. Which is probably a good thing.
Unlike Ellie, Jay and Rachel had always been aware that the church was filled
with flawed people in need of grace. Jay and Rachel came away from their story of
disaffection with a more intentionally inclusive attitude than the Southern Baptist church
in-group. Of the rigidity that Jay found descriptive of the in-group in the Baptist church,
Jay said, “The message is going out, and it’ll say, ‘We are theologically correct,’ and that
message does not draw people…and to say, ‘We are theologically correct,’ means that
the rest of you are theologically wrong.” For Rachel the takeaway from disaffection was
the realization that, “We couldn’t be part of something that was just against everything
that we felt like the gospel was really about.” She also recognized “a more realistic view
of how things work sometimes.” Jay and Rachel both recognized the importance of the
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mission concepts of the church as well as the behaviors that typified those concepts in
actuality.
For Jude also, the experience of disaffection caused him to examine the mission
of the church and how that mission was realized. Speaking of himself and Landry, he
acknowledged, “I think we both for a long time after that really had to figure out what
church meant to us.” Landry and Jude both grew beyond their church struggles. They
examined their personal beliefs about God and about church. They chose to think more
about how church is supposed to be rather than how they have at times experienced it.
As with Landry and Jude, Charlotte had seen more of what she believed church
was not supposed to be. She hinted at intrinsic spirituality when she spoke of her
response to the mission of the church. Her concept of the church’s mission grew. She
said, “I think it has to do with an individual person’s heartfelt emotion. That I need to
speak to this person because they need me.”
As did Peyton and Charlotte, Reagan found what seemed like more heartfelt
emotion when he was welcomed into another church. For Reagan, it was the Episcopal
Church. He described it: “This is what I’m looking for. This is exactly what I’m looking
for. I felt like I was home.” He found fulfillment in, “…working with the poor over
there, not pleasant all the time, but you walk away knowing that you’ve definitely rolled
your sleeves up and done something worthwhile.” Reagan has a viable working concept
of the mission of church.
As with several other participants, there was something that almost sounded like
yearning when Tanner spoke of his experience with church. He seemed to think of a
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viable working concept of the church’s mission when he said, “I guess if the church had
been there to help…” Perhaps he was envisioning what the church might be.
Marginalization.
Reparation. In the 10 narratives in this study, there was no consistent, intentional
attempt at reparation toward those who were marginalized. There was the occasional
friend who attempted to maintain the intimacy of relationship. However, although they
might have wished for such, the participants neither expected nor found support to
maintain their relationships with their churches. They saw no model for reparation, nor
was there any venue for it. As described in Clark et al. (2011) the onus of reparation fell
on the one experiencing microaggressions.
Some of the participants understood the difficulty in reparation even before they
became victims of marginalization. Audrey had raised her concern with the church staff
for those church members who were no longer involved. She said:
I remember a conversation where we were sitting in staff, and we were trying to
problem solve, and we were trying to figure out why people were leaving our
church…I am those people now. And no one’s reaching out to me. No one.
Similarly, there was little hope for reparation in Chloe. She had questioned the
lack of representative diversity by an influential committee. Her description of that
committee’s work was, “They had decided to go off and do this thing. They had sowed
dissension in the church and had not sought to bring people together and to bring people
along with them.” She neither saw nor experienced any opportunity for reparation. She
noted, “They didn’t hear what I was saying.”
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As Audrey had done, Jay and Rachel recognized a tendency toward
marginalization within their church, with little hope for reparation. Rachel had even
observed, “…the Baptists are kind of exclusive – that once you left their little clique, they
view you differently.”
In like manner, Tanner recognized marginalization tendencies in church. Tanner
resigned as a deacon before anyone could ask him to do so because he understood the
marginalizing attitude. He had observed since joining the church, “They’re only used to
having things seen one way…They see things going one way and that’s the way they
want to continue things on.” Tanner did not see any avenue for reparation.
These participants first understood marginalization from the observer’s viewpoint
even though they did not understand the pain involved. They recognized that the church
made no attempt at reparation, only at separation. There was only one participant
narrative in which the church or the church’s representative accepted any responsibility
for searching out the participant’s point at issue. In that narrative, however, Jack found
that although reparation was suggested, it was not fulfilled because of the attitude of the
senior minister. In the other narratives, church ministers, staff members, and members
sometimes indicated an awareness of the participant’s struggle. The awareness, however,
was not accompanied by a helping hand. The participant was left alone to navigate a path
to reparation.

Denial. The participants’ narratives described attitudes by the church, which
seemed to deny the existence of any issue of marginalization. In most narratives it was
like the elephant in the room, and life swirled around it.
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As Maya spoke of the denial of Audrey’s struggle, “It’s too bad that you don’t
understand that people’s lives are not always what they choose, somebody else chooses it
for you sometimes.” The church was holding Audrey accountable for actions over which
she had no control. They lived in denial and never addressed the divorce issue with
Audrey.
Landry’s experience was similar. He thought, “In a perfect world, the church
would be the one to stand behind you and fix everything. Unfortunately, the church is
built up of humans. That being the case, things go wrong.” The ignorance is bliss
mentality of his church confirmed the idea that denial of microaggressions does not
negate the hurt they cause. The people who walked out of church when he stood to lead
music were denying the hurt they caused as were the people who observed such behavior
and made no attempt to ameliorate the situation.
As with Landry, Reagan felt insignificant: “I was a nobody that was coming to
the church.” This was denial, denial that a real person with real feelings was even on the
premises. Reid felt the denial too. There was no concern for personal affront. Reid’s
experience was, “If you’re not at church every day that the doors are open, then you’re
not a Christian.” The church denied Chloe and Sophia’s experiences. In each of their
situations, they were not heard. There was no acknowledgment of concern. Their
churches could deny them and their struggle by not giving them a voice.

Pain. Intimacy speaks of trust in the response of one person to another. Greater
intimacy sets the stage for heightened pain when marginalization occurs. In the study by
Gonzales et al. (2014) it was found that microaggressions were exacerbated within
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intimate settings with friends, family, and authority figures. All ten participants
experienced a certain level of intimacy in relationship with their faith community.
In such an intimate relationship, Audrey described her reaction to the breach in a
relationship which had been paramount in her life: “I felt like they loved me, they cared
about me, and then all of a sudden, it was just like a curtain fell…I was so in shock over
the whole thing.” Chloe also had a shocking reaction to marginalization. Speaking of
her relationship to church, she said, “It didn’t occur to me that there was any other way to
feel…I felt that I belonged. It didn’t occur to me that there was something else besides
belonging.” The curtain fell for Chloe, too. With a degree of sadness, she
acknowledged, “I don’t think that I will ever be as invested in a church or a place or a
group of people again…I’m less interested in being invested.” This very essential part of
her life was devastated, with seemingly lifetime repercussions. Audrey found intimacy in
a new faith community of a different faith tradition while Chloe stayed within the same
faith tradition yet does not share a sense of intimacy there.
Whereas Audrey and Chloe had years of faithful commitment to their churches
behind them, Landry was just beginning his commitment. He spoke in glowing terms of
how that felt: “I loved being at church, and I loved worshiping and studying and
growing, and I loved being with other Christians and fellowshipping, and I mean… If the
church doors were open, I was there.” Landry described marginalization: “There were
years and years of hurt.” Landry sees his church now with an attitude now that is more
like, “We’re all Christians here and we want you to be one, too, so please come inside
and let us help you.” Landry is once again a member of the church from which he
experienced disaffection. There has been a shift in pastoral leadership. The change in
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the attitude of the church then and now is dramatic. So is the change in Landry’s attitude,
which is one of ministry.
On the other hand, Ellie said, “Church had always been a sanctuary for me.” She
no longer recognized it as a sanctuary. It was more difficult for her to participate. Jack,
on the other hand, eventually began to resume some responsibilities, even without the
support of the senior pastor. Jack had admitted that the painful experience he and Ellie
went through “may have actually affected my wife more than it affected me.” The
intimacy seemed to heighten the pain.
Although she might not have characterized her church as her sanctuary, Charlotte
characterized the relationship she and Peyton had with their church: “We weren’t social
people other than church. That’s where our life was, at church…we were just involved
with church all the time. We didn’t have any other things that we did.” The pain of their
marginalization was heightened by the intimacy they had enjoyed in their church, the
center of their lives. Although research supports the concept of frequent church attenders
enjoying more support (Bradley, 1995; Ellison & George, 1994), Charlotte and Peyton
were disappointed when they realized that support definitely had certain parameters. The
rejection of marginalization was traumatic in its scope, physically, mentally, and
emotionally.
Rejection. Kaskan and Ho (2014) reported that the oppression of marginalization
cannot be understood unless it is experienced. For many of the participants,
marginalization within their faith community was an unexpected and new experience.
For both Audrey and Chloe, both bastions of commitment in their churches,
marginalization was like a stab in the back. They had never experienced anything like it
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in church before. Ellie yearned for people to say, “Hey, we’ve been through this and
either it did or didn’t work out.” But she was disappointed. Charlotte also was
disappointed. Others could not understand, and Charlotte is not convinced that they tried.
“I guess because people say they’re Christians and want to do their part to help support
somebody going through a situation. And I didn’t find that in that church.” Charlotte
recognized that people cannot understand the oppression of marginalization without the
experience.
As with Audrey and Chloe, Sophia had not experienced marginalization within
her church either. Then she found herself in the middle of it. She tended to excuse those
who did not understand her struggle, saying “Maybe I expected too much.” It is too
much, she thought, to expect anyone to grasp the pain of marginalization. Tanner seemed
to agree. He assumed they did not know any better: “I really do. And I think that’s why
I don’t hold animosity and anger. I really do.” Sophia and Tanner took the high road and
expected nothing from their churches. They knew the oppression of marginalization but
did not expect anyone else to understand it.
In summary, the ten participants without hesitation admitted to growth from their
experience with disaffection. That growth came at the cost of marginalization. It taught
them to be sensitive to the flawed in church and also to those wounded by church. It
taught them to explore the reality of the church’s mission. It taught them to treasure
reparation in spite of denial, pain, and rejection. Disaffection changed their lives as well
as their perspectives.
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Research Question 3: What mental health concerns have resulted from disaffection
within the church?
Ellison et al. (2009) noted that depression, anxiety, and self-esteem concerns
could result from negativity in social settings. Other studies have suggested frustration,
anger, disconnection (Mayer & Viviers, 2014), lack of autonomy (Guvenc, 2015),
boredom, passivity and withdrawal (Skinner et al., 2009) as mental health concerns
related to disaffection with church. Studies conducted by Herek et al. (1999) and
Kaniasty (2012) point out the relevance of looking at the individual’s attitude toward
other people, whether people are perceived as benevolent or malevolent. This study
specifically noted themes of betrayal and assignment of blame to individuals or groups.
This study also emphasized emotional responses, such as abandonment, anger,
disappointment, distrust, and hurt. The response to the question of mental health
concerns begins with the theme of Betrayal. The theme of Blame is followed by the
theme Emotions, specifically Abandonment, Anger, Disappointment, Distrust, and Hurt.
Betrayal. Although the concept of blame was not typically cited as “blame,” the
lack of support at a critical time or the failure to take called for action resulted in negative
interactions. For the participants, this lack of support or failure presented as Betrayal.
Betrayal describes actions in which one thing has been said but another has been done.
The concept of Betrayal is assigned in two ways. Betrayal is ascribed to an Authority
figure, such as the pastor, or to a Peer, an individual or a group. The two categories of
findings in this section related to Betrayal are Betrayal by an Authority figure and
Betrayal by a Peer.
Betrayal connotes saying one thing but doing another, an act of deception. In this
study, betrayal sometimes took the form of isolation and keeping the participant from a
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support system. Betrayal also was recognized when the participant felt he/she had been
stabbed in the back by someone who had formerly been a “friend.”
For Chloe, Jack, and Peyton, isolation became a form of betrayal. Other church
members who expressed their alignment with Chloe would not speak up publicly.
Chloe’s expectation of those with similar ideas was not realized effectively. Ava noticed
the attitude in Chloe and said, “She felt betrayed.” Jack almost apologetically said, “If
not betrayed, then at least not supported when support would have been pretty easy.”
Ellie describe betrayal, “ …people who talked about grace and talked about forgiveness
then didn’t carry that out.” Words without supportive action isolated Jack and Ellie.
Like Jack, Peyton did not want to admit the betrayal of his “friends.” He reframed the
concept: “Maybe immaturity. I mean you’ve got to be mature to walk up and say. Hey,
I love you.” Betrayal for these participants isolated them from the support system with
which they were familiar.
On the other hand, Reagan and Sophia experienced betrayal in a different way.
Theirs was a stab in the back. As Reagan forthrightly said, “I was constantly watching
my back to see how he was going to stab me. And he did at every turn.” Sophia, too,
experienced the back stab. When a church “friend” testified against Sophia, she said, “It
made me feel betrayed and not knowing who I could trust in church.” From that point
betrayal colored Sophia’s church relationships: “You don’t know who to trust at church.
I mean, you’ve got your friends. But just other people that you thought were friends.”
Betrayal by an authority figure. The SBC website (Southern Baptist
Convention, n.d.) shares the Southern Baptist Convention’s 1988 resolution regarding the
role of the pastor of the local church. In reference to the authority of the pastor, it uses
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the Scripture reference, Hebrews 13:17, which says, “Obey your leaders, and submit to
them; for they keep watch over your souls, as those who will give an account.” For
several participants, this exacerbated their struggle with marginalization. These actions
may be described in terms familiar to the Baptist culture, omission and commission.
Omission refers to failure to perform an action whereas commission refers to committing
an action.
The failure of omission was particularly painful for Chloe. She acknowledged
that it was not the pastor’s intention to hurt anyone. However, she did state, “I believe
that the pastor could have done something about it. Let me rephrase that. I’m convinced
that the pastor could have done something about that,” speaking of a committee that
usurped authority and was not representative of the church population. Landry’s
experience was similar. Speaking of a minister who observed his struggle, he said, “He
shied away from any sort of conflict…He was one person with them and then he was one
person with us. He was just trying to keep both parties happy, which in reality just made
everything worse.” Reid obviously understood the same kind of frustration. He said, “It
would be beneficial to have a preacher that would stand up and say, ‘Hey, some of y’all
are really not acting like Christians.”
As with Landry, Peyton made it clear that his pastor did not support him. For
Charlotte, that was a major omission. She did not understand: “When your preacher
doesn’t come to your rescue, when you have a situation that’s so hard to handle, what
does that tell you about him? I would think that’s their job…he didn’t make the first
attempt to call us.” For Peyton and Charlotte, if the pastor did not offer support in crisis,
how could anyone expect anything else of a regular church member? This spoke to
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Peyton and Charlotte of a misplaced attitude of ministry. Jack and Ellie similarly found
an omission that represented an attitude of ministry. Jack wanted to give the pastor
credit: “I think he was truly a man of God, I just didn’t feel the warmth that I wish I
could have.” Ellie was more explicit in how she perceived the attitude: “People in
church leadership…talked about grace and talked about forgiveness, then didn’t carry
that out.” For Peyton and Charlotte, and Jack and Ellie, the omissions were more about
attitudes of ministry than behaviors.
In contrast, there were also specific acts of commission. These were detrimental
to the participants. For Rachel, “It was a culture change when the pastor we had known
so long left…When the new pastor came, that’s when things changed.” Jay described the
pastor’s attitude: “They want to be in control.” Jay did not feel he shared a mission with
the pastor of his church when he realized “that there was no changing this.” The pastor
had one way of looking at things and there was no room for any other perception. For Jay
and Rachel the commission of control was a by-product of leadership change. The shift
was not within one man as the pastor but in the concept of authority embraced by two
different pastors.
As with Jay, Reagan’s experience also dealt with the commission of behaviors
that made him feel betrayed. Reagan said he was “constantly watching my back.”
Reagan’s struggle with his pastor was described by Anderson: “He questioned the
motives behind some of the people in the church, like pastors…had to deal with things
that were just ridiculously inappropriate. Just not the attitude you think a pastor would
have.”
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Betrayal by Peer. Peers stimulate identity salience (Randel, 2002). Peers play
an important role in one’s social identity, as the individual takes more seriously critique
from one with whom he/she shares common norms (Krause, et al., 1999). Several
participants noted the role of their peers in their stories of disaffection. These peers
seemed to have an agenda that related to self rather than relating to the participant. In
one situation, fear on the part of the peers was evident. However, there seemed to exist a
possible thread of fear underlying all of these situations, whether fear of not getting one’s
way, of being ostracized, or not knowing how to fit in with the group.
Chloe’s experience with the unrepresentative committee characterized peers with
an agenda. The work of the committee was an obvious attempt to direct the future of the
church without regard to considerations by other member peers. Chloe’s experience with
her peers who shared her viewpoint on the issue made her recognize the fear her peers
had of expressing publicly a contradiction to the group norm. She described it: “There
were people who felt as I did, who would have had…whose voices might have
swayed…” Ava said of those people, “They weren’t willing to fight for what she was
willing to fight for.” Ava saw that as very difficult for Chloe: “I think that was the thing
that really threw her for a loop. She thought that there would be more people who would
be willing to stand up.” Sophia also experienced a church peer with an opposing agenda,
but it was in regard to a legal issue. She said, “It made me feel betrayed and not knowing
who I could trust in church.” Reid also seemed to understand this concept, and said,
“You’re always having to look over your shoulder.”
For Jack and Ellie, and Peyton and Charlotte, the insincerity of relationships was
betrayal. Ellie described the struggle: “It was really difficult to be there and want to be
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ministered to and want to get to minister to other people but never knowing who was
going to walk up and ask questions or just make comments.” Peyton and Charlotte
acknowledged the betrayal in relationship when they referred to “so-called friends.”
Charlotte described the distinction in relationships:
You don’t have to be somebody that you’re not. I can spot a fake person right off
the bat. But I can spot a Christian whose got a big heart, and that’s the kind of
people I like to be around. People that care.
In summary, the participants assigned blame in terms of betrayal by ministers and
by peers. Betrayal looked like isolation as well as stabs in the back. Betrayal was
experienced at the hands of ministers who did not respond as they were expected to and
who did respond as they were not expected to. Betrayal also looked like personal
agendas played out in the church setting. Unfortunately it also looked like fear of
standing for a cause. As seen in the emotions described below, there were mental health
consequences regardless of how the blame was assigned.
Emotions. As was to be expected, there were varied emotional responses to the
experiences of disaffection and especially to the negative experiences that motivated the
disaffection. After examination of the narratives, these emotions were categorized into
two stages, the Initial Response stage, and the Considered Response stage. The Initial
Response stage includes emotions of first awareness that one’s role identity has shifted,
such as Abandonment, Disappointment, and Hurt. The Considered Response stage
includes emotions resulting from contemplation of the responses to the role shift, such as
Distrust and Anger.
Initial response.
155

Abandonment. The majority of participants did not feel supported by their faith
communities. Audrey described a feeling of abandonment with statements such as, “I
didn’t get a card from not one person. I didn’t get a call from anybody.” She added,
“There’s not a spirit of…‘let me walk alongside you while you’re going through this
time.’” Audrey’s friend Maya said, “They just pretty much told her she was not really
welcome to be a leader anymore.” Chloe’s friend Ava described a similar attitude: “She
felt like her church was taken away from her. It was just taken away.” Jay also described
such an attitude: “All of a sudden it’s like cold water poured on …It was just so
unnecessary.”
Krause et al. (2000) noted in their study that anticipating a positive response
makes a negative reaction especially pernicious, explaining how experiencing a negative
interaction within the expected altruistic climate of church could hurt so deeply. This
was proven in the experiences of Landry, Reid, and Sophia. By the time Landry realized
how difficult his situation at church had become, he realized he was alone. As he said,
“Everybody had bailed at that point.” Jude described his brother’s struggle, “…a 17 year
old kid who had really just kind of felt the world crush him from his own church.” Reid
also struggled. He struggled with the abandonment for himself and for his dad: “He
needed more support from a church than what that church was giving.” For Sophia too,
abandonment was an issue: “The church just kind of moved away from me.”
In contrast, Jack and Ellie’s abandonment took a physical form when they were
shunned at church: “On Wednesday nights we kind of sat at a table and ate supper, me
and my wife.” Ellie noticed it as well: “There was a difference in the way people treated
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him for quite some time.” Peyton and Charlotte also experienced abandonment by
shunning: “If they saw us they would turn and walk the other way.”
Disappointment. Gonzales et al. (2014) found that the effects of
microaggressions were exacerbated when they occurred within intimate relationships.
Many participants were disappointed to find they could be hurt in the intimate setting of
church. Audrey understood it was happening, “…something wasn’t really right.” Maya
described the disappointment she saw in Audrey: “It’s too bad that you couldn’t help me.
It’s too bad that you can’t help other people.” Chloe, too, recognized the disappointment:
“It makes me sad.” She continued, “It would make me sick if I thought about it, so I just
try not to.” Landry was disappointed he could not figure out the problem: “I wanted
them to be happy. And I couldn’t figure out what I was doing that was making them so
angry.” He eventually became resigned: “There were years and years of hurt and me not
understanding, so confusion I guess, and hurt and disappointment.”
In another vein, several of the participants were disappointed in the ministry
concept of the church. Ellie shared the disappointment with Jack. She described it this
way: “It just made me realize that a lot of times what’s said to the big group is not how
people are treated. I guess I’ve always known that. I just had to walk in it for a little
while.” Jay was also disappointed in the attitude of the church toward teaching. He said,
“I wasn’t going to be somewhere where I couldn’t be me and just share what I think is the
truth and let everybody shake it out the way they want to.” As with Jay, Peyton was
succinct in expressing his disappointment at the attitude of the church: “It’s a shame that
people are people.” Reagan also felt the attitude of his church did not represent his idea
of church. He said, “This just did not go on in a church. Because church had always
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been, ‘What can I do to help you?’” As Krause, et al. (2000) noted, having a negative
experience when expecting a positive one proves especially difficult. Abandonment and
disappointment were new experiences for Reagan within his church relationship. Unlike
Reagan, Reid did not have another church for comparison, but he knew this attitude was
not right. He stated flatly, “Very disappointed in that church.”
Hurt. Tears and tension during interviews testified to the hurt that still surrounds
the participants’ stories of disaffection. “Stunned and baffled” by the church’s response
to the idea that she was facing a divorce, Audrey was hurt: “It hurt me deeply, and I was
already hurting.” Maya spoke pointedly about how the church wounded Audrey. She
said, “The church is one of the few organizations I know that shoots their wounded. And
that’s basically what they did to Audrey. They shot her. She was wounded.” Chloe was
also wounded. She summed up her hurt: “Wounded. Wounded for sure.” She described
her way of coping with the hurt: “I just try not to think about it, because then I stay
calmer about it, and it doesn’t eat me up.”
As with Audrey and Chloe, the married couples in the study hurt. But they hurt
for themselves and for their spouses. For Jack the hurt was personally devastating: “You
know sometimes after something like that you feel like you just don’t have any rights.”
Ellie admitted her own pain: “It’s still painful.” Jay hurt more for his wife Rachel than
himself. He said, “If you want to follow some themes about how it hurt me, it was just
watching her have to deal with that and the fact that that was taking away from her.” For
Peyton and Charlotte it was a mutual hurt. It took them 12 years to go back to church.
As Charlotte said, “I think it just took that long for us to get over what we had been
through.” Simply stated, “It was hurtful.”
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Landry readily admitted to being hurt. He described it: “The anger came after all
of the hurt. So there were years and years of hurt.” Even Landry’s brother Jude admitted
to being hurt:

“It did hurt for a lot of years.” Even after returning to his church after a

period of disaffection, Landry was hurt:
It was tough to hear that, No, you’re not an option because there’s people in the
church that still don’t like you…To find out there were still all these issues, it was
just…it was

kind of like being kicked in the teeth again.

Reagan could understand Landry’s hurt. He described his own: “They were ugly.
Ugly to me. I was made to feel very inadequate.” Reid described his pain: “Just
heartbroken, overall just hurt.” The enormity of his pain was vividly expressed in this
statement,: “There’s not enough people in Mississippi to apologize for the hurt and
heartache that not only me, but all of my family members felt.” As with Jack, Jay,
Landry, and Peyton, the scope of Reid’s hurt extended beyond personal hurt to family
members.
Sophia and Tanner each tried to ignore their pain. Sophia acknowledged it,
however, when she said, “Some things I may have just kind of walled off to not think
about.” When questioned why she would wall it off, Sophia admitted, “To keep from
hurting.” Tanner almost begrudgingly admitted, “Maybe I did have some hurt feelings or
something and just didn’t want to go there.”
Considered response.
Distrust. Distrust speaks of broken relationship. Chloe’s distrust was for the
collective body of the church, for the way the church handled business. She said, “If they
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couldn’t be bothered to validate something that was easily done, then why should I trust
anything that they had to say?”
For Jack, Peyton, and Sophia, distrust was an experience with particular church
members. However, for each of these participants, the distrust did not then limit itself to
the one offending church member but cast its shadow over church members as a whole.
Jack described his distrust: “I ain’t got nothing for you. I got no need to talk to you. I
will be civil. I will be cordial if necessary. In a business setting, I will not cheat you, but
I will not trust you.” Ellie had feelings of distrust similar to her husband’s: “It’s made
me a lot more wary of trusting people.” Peyton specifically learned to distrust people at
church. As he said, “I don’t have a whole lot of faith in a lot of people that were what I
call Sunday School knockers.” Speaking of people once considered friends, Sophia said,
“You don’t know them, so you can’t trust them…I just don’t trust them anymore.”
Anger. Anger did not present itself immediately to most participants. It reared its
head when there seemed to be no other options. The most Audrey said of anger was, “I
never really…I guess I did…I was fixing to say I never got angry, but I guess I was
resentful, which is a form of anger.” After several attempts to voice her opinion on major
issues to no avail, Chloe admitted to being mad: “I’m mad because you’re doing
something I don’t think is a good idea.” Jack responded to a question about anger with a
shrug. Then he explained:
I don’t know if this is good or bad. I like to tell myself that I don’t hold grudges.
I think I just call it something else…All right, asshole. I wrote you off my list. I
know what you are.
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As with Jack, Jay was not eager to admit to anger. When he described his
reaction to not being allowed to have communion with his Bible study group, he admitted
to some anger: “I know that that bothered me and just ticked me off or upset me or
something. I don’t know how to describe. It’s stupid and silly, and so that bugged me,
I’m sure.” Landry did not get mad at first: “After all of that being unresolved, and after
me just… feeling like I did everything that I possibly could, really the only thing left for
me to do was to get angry.”
Some participants were angry because people they loved were not treated well.
Peyton’s son married during the time of the business failure. When one of the church’s
deacons called Peyton’s new daughter-in-law to mock her for thinking she was marrying
money but ending up being fooled, Peyton described his anger: “That leaves a burn
somewhere.” Reid described his anger at the church, saying, “I was so angry I couldn’t
protect my family from them.”
In summary, the participants struggled from the beginning with abandonment,
disappointment, and hurt. The support system normally found in their church was no
longer viable. They were isolated and in pain, needing to be heard. They became
distrustful and angry when those nearest to them failed to respond to their pain.
Research Question 4: After the experience of disaffection with one’s faith
community, what elements might be involved in restoration?
Using NVivo, the parent node of Reconciliation was initially divided in two
sections, Helpful and Hopeful. Unprompted, participants frequently mentioned behaviors
and responses of others that were helpful in ameliorating the struggle they faced. These
actions were coded under Helpful. When prompted for suggestions that would have
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eased the pain of negative interactions and marginalization, participants readily
responded. These ideas were coded under Hopeful. Unfortunately, the participants did
not experience many helpful actions. In fact, most of them experienced no helpful
actions from members of their church. Two ministers helped ease Jack through his
struggle, but their efforts were countermanded by the senior pastor. In Tanner’s situation,
the pastor himself helped Tanner with his children even though it was the same pastor
who had told Tanner that getting a divorce was a sin. Unfortunately, these were the only
helpful actions experienced by the participants in this study. Because these kinds of
actions were addressed in the Hopeful suggestions of several participants, the Helpful
category was eliminated and the Hopeful category was redefined by the general theme of
Reconciliation.
Reconciliation
The theme of Reconciliation addresses three subthemes, Tangible, Conceptual,
and Evangelistic. Tangible reconciliation illustrates the sorts of physical actions the
participants yearned to experience. Conceptual reconciliation explains ideas that would
motivate expressions of concern. Evangelistic is a term often used in Christian circles to
describe seeking to win others to the Christian faith. However, in this dissertation,
Evangelistic reconciliation is used to describe ways of winning others to a cause. The
cause, as named by the participants, is the emphasis on love and grace.
Tangible reconciliation. Woven through the narratives of the participants is a
consistent thread of yearning for tangible acknowledgment of their struggle. This did not
present as a preconsidered notion but rather as deep-seated ache to banish isolation. The
common move for someone to speak became significant. For Jack it looked like,
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“Reaching out to me. Making a point to stop in the hall and talk to me.” He suggested
how it might look to engage the person struggling with a problem: “…like I’ve always
treated them; and how to love them and joke with them just like we did yesterday, just
like we did the day before, just like we did a year ago.” Ellie saw this in the help of two
of the ministers relating to Jack: “They had frequent conversations with him. They
sought out his input in little ways. Similar to Jack, Landry’s suggestion was simple:
“Honestly, if somebody had just said, I’m glad you’re here.” In like manner, Reagan saw
how it happened in the Episcopal Church: “They [the priests] shake every single
person’s hand in that congregation…they call you by name. I have been approached
from the very first Sunday, welcomed.” Peyton and Charlotte were also full of stories of
people helping struggling people in their church, taking people to the doctor, picking
people up for church, sharing furniture no longer needed, sweeping and cleaning,
cooking, arranging flowers, a card, a casserole. They offered encouragement, saying, “If
you feel led to say something, you know that God is going to be there to give you the
words of wisdom to tell these people what they need to hear.”
Another common and simple gesture was a hug. It almost seemed the attitude
went something like: No one hugs a pariah; prove me wrong. Over and over again, the
participants commented on how much a hug would have meant. Peyton and Charlotte
emphasized this idea: “When somebody is going through a difficult time, just go up and
hug them. You don’t have to say a word. Just give them a hug.” Reid agreed, talking
about “a better support system in the church…more like a family…a hug, an open arm, a
pat on the back can do worlds. Just the simple fact that you let someone know, ‘Hey, I’m
here for you.’” Similarly, Landry insisted, “Just to know that there was somebody there
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that actually gave a crap that I was there…if anybody at all had just reached out in any
way whatsoever.” Simple gestures like speaking or giving a hug would have helped.
Simple gestures can make huge differences.
Conceptual Reconciliation. The participants spoke of ideas and attitudes that
they missed. These were not ideas that were inconsistent with their concept of the
ministry of their church. They were ideas, however, for which they saw little or no
evidence. Although he was not the only participant to be hurt because of gossip, Reid
found the gossip particularly difficult.
Audrey suggested that communicating the idea of understanding struggle would
be helpful. She described it this way:
The culture has to say to you, “We are all fellow strugglers. I am no better than
you. This is not a trophy case here. This is a hospital. I’ve got this. I’m doing
okay right now, but I tell you something, I’ve struggled with such and such in the
past, and thank God I’m doing better about it right now, but I could stumble at
any time. Let me be here and walk alongside you while you’re going through
your thing.”
Such a grace filled attitude appealed to Jay. He emphasized grace in reflecting on
the church. He insisted that churches need to be “a safe place where they emotionally
know they’re not going to be judged.” For Jay, the idea was simple: “I think they make
the main thing the main thing. I think they really buy into the idea of grace.” Reid
agreed. He wanted to see “the pastor really preaching forgiveness and acceptance instead
of hellfire and damnation…more open…we’re all equal. We’re all children of
God…none of it needs to be where it’s judgmental, none of it.” Sophia added icing on
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the cake of grace. She said, “We ought to be able to do this. Love.” Then she asked,
“How do you use love to shape instead of judge?” Very succinctly she pointed out,
“That’s the service we should all be doing, is loving, however it shows up.”
Jack summed up the attitudes of understanding, grace and love with a poignant
observation:
Just a more, I don’t know, unconditional love is really not the right answer, it’s
just more of a, just a regular, just a regular love. Just normal. If it has to be
unconditional, ok, yeah, that sounds all Jesus and God and good and stuff, but just
acceptance, you know?
For Jack, the church did not have to do anything particularly holy or even altruistic. The
church just needed to be regular people with normal concern for those in pain.
Evangelistic Reconciliation. As with the Conceptual ideas, the participants spoke
of ministry ideas they would like the church to embrace, evangelistic ideas. These
ministry ideas, as with the Conceptual ideas, were not inconsistent with the ministry of
their church. These ideas were novel ministry ideas in their experience, consistent with
the church’s mission. Yet in the minds of the participants, the ideas were not
extravagant. Chloe looked for ways in the church procedural process to address her
concerns as well as concerns of others: “If there was some kind of an appeal process in
the church bylaws…” Landry was concerned about how to handle conflict: “You need
to keep conflict out of church…once it got into church, then it should have been dealt
with by a mediator.” Acknowledgment by the church that an alternative view might need
a venue for their voice could be beneficial from the perspective of several of these
participants.
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Support groups were cited as a way to share information about issues, to offer
encouragement, and for camaraderie. Audrey noted that there were no recovery groups
for grief, divorce, or addictions. Audrey’s friend Maya described the need for support
groups that help inform:
I understand that a lot of people don’t really know what to say to you when you
are struggling with a marriage. Unlike in a death, people bring you casseroles and
they can come hug you and tell you they’re sorry. But when it’s a divorce I think
people don’t know what to say so they do nothing.
Ellie also acknowledged how support groups could have helped them:
…having support groups, or just having conversations, being willing to let people admit,
or having people who would be willing to say, Hey, we’ve been through this and
either it did or didn’t work out. Then to see those people, to see their experiences
and their insights from that experience, however it turned out, that can be a
teachable moment for other people.
Unlike Audrey, Maya, and Ellie, Tanner seemed skeptical about helpful ideas
because he accepted full responsibility for his disaffection. He asked a thought
provoking question:
Is there a church out there that is going to help you through a divorce? And say
‘Don’t worry about getting a divorce. I understand why you’re getting it, and we’re
going to help you through it. We’re going to help them through it as well.’ When asked
if that kind of attitude from the church would have helped his relationship to God, Tanner
readily responded, “Yeah. Yeah. Yes. It would.” Because Tanner did accept
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responsibility for his divorce and therefore his disaffection from church, his observation
was interesting:
I guess there needs to be a way to figure out where the person doesn’t have to
come to you to say that they’re hurting, and some way for the church to come to you and,
‘Are you hurting? What can we do for you?’ I could have probably let God help me a lot
more than I did rather than taking that on myself. The church could have but they would
have had to come to me.
If Tanner had been in a church with support groups that acknowledged and addressed
struggles among its members such as divorce, perhaps someone in the church would have
been able to say,
“Are you hurting? What can we do for you?”
Some participants acknowledged the need for more than a support group. Jack
admitted to seeing a counselor for his fight against porn. One of his ministers helped him
secure that help. However, Jack had to go out of town for the assistance. Chloe also
sought help from a counselor. Her attitude was, “Any time you have trouble, you’re
always looking for somebody who’s an expert.” Reid suggested:
…great counselors from churches …that help with spiritual battles and with
family battles and issues…there needs to be somebody. If the church doesn’t have
anybody, it would be a beneficial person to have in the church that could sit down and
console individuals.
Several participants referenced the idea that professional counselors who understand the
church culture as well as the mental health concerns of individuals would have helped
with their personal struggles as well as their struggle with disaffection.
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A retired Southern Baptist pastor once said, “Within three years of a pastor
coming to a church, the church takes on the personality of the pastor.” This might inform
Peyton and Charlotte’s experience that no one was reaching out to them when their world
was falling apart, not even their pastor. They realized that they could not expect too
much from the church members when the pastor did not, or could not, model a
supportive, caring attitude.
One thing Chloe thought would be helpful from the pastor was speaking
decisively to an issue:
I’m convinced the pastor could have done something about that. I feel like when
he saw that there were factions arising, that that would be a reason to say, ‘Whoa,
Nellie!’ and stop and see what is happening…If you’re not sure, if you stop and
you wait, He [God] will let you know.
Audrey also recognized the role of the pastor in making decisions. Speaking of
the almost frenetic need to have so many programs operating within the church, she said,
“The leadership hasn’t been able to say, ‘Y’all, let’s cool our jets. What is the point? Do
we have enough time?’”
Landry and his brother Jude also spoke of the leadership of the pastor in issues
that were more relational than procedural. Jude said the involvement of the pastor could
have been beneficial in their situation: “If there had been a way for us to have a talk and
to mediate with those who were working against us, a minister, or even just a member of
the church who had been there for years…” Landry agreed: “You have to have
leadership that’s willing to stand.” Reid too experienced the desire for a pastor who could
stand in the gap when relationships were falling apart. He said, “It would be beneficial to
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have a preacher that would stand up and say, ‘Hey, some of y’all are really not acting like
Christians’…and if you see that, call them out on it.”
As the retired Baptist minister described it, the ministry of the church is
epitomized in the role and attitude of the pastor. Much was said by the participants about
the pastor’s role of leadership whether it was in procedural or relationship issues. The
pastor leads spiritually and leads by example. Landry described the attitude that all
church leaders would do well to model if the desire is to minister to others:
We don’t affect the world as the church if we wait for the world to come to us, if
we only accept people that are perfect, if we only accept people that have it all
together…A little less judgment, a little less gossip.
In summary, the yearning in the participants to be heard, to feel a pat on the back,
the strength of a hug, or to read a card, or answer a phone call, these tangibles would
have spoken to the participants of grace, understanding, and acceptance. Beyond that,
participants would have enjoyed greater mental health with professional help to address
the churning emotions resulting from marginalization.
Discussion
All 10 of the participants in this study struggled with disaffection from their
Southern Baptist church although the reasons and motivating circumstances involved in
the disaffection were dissimilar. All ten of the participants experienced marginalization
that alienated them from the in-group in which they had once felt accepted. All 10 of the
participants experienced the marginalization as a personal shortcoming that estranged
them from the in-group of their faith community, with the faith community
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acknowledging no accountability on its part. All 10 participants distanced themselves
from the church situation when there was little hope of reparation after marginalization.
This study linked microaggressions, those “brief everyday exchanges that send
denigrating messages to certain individuals because of their group membership” (Sue,
2010, p. 24), to salient social identity by exploring the marginalization that results when
the social identity is threatened by denigrating messages that impose out-group social
identification on the individual. As in previous studies (Carter, 2013; Ellison, Roalson,
Guillory, Flannelly & Marcum, 2010) the present study found that salient identity is
integral to understanding social behaviors. The investment of the participants in their
faith community activated their salient social identity within that community, identifying
them with the in-group. As long as they were prototypical of the in-group, the
participants felt supported (see Hayward & Krause, 2013a). This study found, as
discovered in previous studies (Hayward & Krause, 2013a; Stone, Cross, Purvis &
Young, 2004), that when behavior is not prototypical and especially if it is
embarrassingly socially unacceptable, support is diminished.
As Billig and Tajfel (1973) described SIT, social identity comes with a
distinctiveness. In the present study, this is described in terms of right versus wrong, of
being “less than,” of being relieved of positions of leadership, of not being heard. In this
study, distinctiveness looked like judgment, rejection, and gossip. The narratives of this
study contribute to the literature on informal sanctions such as these and on how negative
interactions actually work (see Ellison, Zhang, Krause, and Marcum, 2009). This study
identified negative interactions for the participants as microaggressions, everyday
oppressions described by all three categories, microassaults, microinsults, and
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microinvalidations. As with other microaggressions, there was no acknowledgement of
injustice or harm and the onus of reparation was the responsibility of the participant and
never of the perpetrator (see Clark, Spanierman, Reed, Soble, & Cabana, 2011). The
cumulative effects of avoidance, blatant snubs, intentional misunderstandings, and gossip
made it difficult for participants to think that the church, or members of the in-group,
understood the oppression (see Kaskan & Ho, 2014). Marginalization resulted from these
microaggressions experienced within the intimate religious setting (see Gonzales,
Davidoff, Nadal, and Yanos, 2014).
It is interesting to note that the theological precepts or the religious traditions
around gender and divorce were merely the nominal basis for marginalizing some of the
participants in this study. They were not actually the delineating factor in disaffection.
Whether the participant did or did not concur with the precept or tradition was not called
into question by the participant. The participants experienced marginalization and
viewed the resulting chasm between the in-group and out-group as impermeable (see
Stott & Drury, 2004). It was the negativity of this impermeable barrier, evidenced in
their being ostracized, isolated, and dismissed, that led to disaffection. This impermeable
barrier factored into all the research questions. It motivated disaffection because it: a)
altered the participants’ lives by ostracizing them from their faith community; b) made
their approach to addressing their concerns within their faith community hopeless,
essentially alienating them from the faith community that had played so prominent a role
in their lives; and c) complicated the mental health issues of abandonment, anger,
disappointment, grief, and hurt, by making the hope of reparation futile.
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This study also found, as in previous studies, that the participants struggling with
disaffection had concerns about such issues as acceptance and meaningfulness (Issmer
and Wagner, 2015; Mayer & Viviers, 2014), intrinsic motivation, (Elmore & Huebner,
2010; Gonzalez, Paoloni, Donolo, and Rinaudo, 2015; Guvenc, 2015; Skinner, Furrer,
Marchand, & Kindermann, 2008), perceived control (Guvenc, 2015; Mlinar, Petek, Cotic,
Ceplak, & Zletal, 2016); feeling “less than” (Mays & Cochran, 2000; Meyer, 2003;
Taylor, Kamarck, & Shiffman, 2004), and the malevolence of people, (Herek, Gillis, &
Cogan, 1999; Kaniasty, 2012). These concerns became prominent as a result of behaviors
experienced during the marginalization of the participants from their faith community.
Studies by Ellison and Lee (2010) and Ellison, Zhang, Krause, and Marcum
(2009) acknowledge the influence of spiritual struggles on psychological well-being.
This study extends the idea of spiritual struggles leading to psychological distress by
noting the concerns of faith that arose from the negative experiences that led to
disaffection. The study found that spiritual struggles led to psychological distress
because participants: a) struggled to see the love and faithfulness of God epitomized in
the response of their faith community; b) faced questions related to whether their faith
community, its leaders and its members, represented the spiritual precepts they valued;
and c) grappled with measuring up to the precepts of their faith when they could not
measure up to church traditions; and d) ached for a safe place in which to explore their
concerns.
This study not only affirms but extends Pargament’s (2002) suggestion that
longitudinal studies might support the idea of short-term distress but long-term spiritual
growth. Negative experiences altered the involvement of the participants with their faith
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community. Six of the ten participants joined a different faith tradition. Two of the
participants joined a different church but stayed within the same faith tradition. One
participant eventually returned to the same faith community. One participant completely
opted out of affiliation with any specific faith community. However, for all 10
participants, the mental and emotional upheavals resulting from the negative experiences
led to spiritual examinations. Long-term, all 10 participants attest to the idea of spiritual
growth resulting from their negative experience, even as the experience led to
disaffection for a period of time (Pargament, 2002). This idea of spiritual growth over
the long-term is significant because: a) it attests to spiritual changes evolving in the
individual; b) it acknowledges the crisis of the short-term; and c) it justifies the need for
addressing mental health concerns of disaffection as they evolve over time.
The concept of short-term distress, based on the current study, is possibly
misleading. The total years of disaffection for 9 of the 10 participants was 44 years,
averaging 4.9 years per participant. The tenth participant, however, after almost 20 years,
has never returned to affiliation with a faith community, greatly reducing the credibility
of an average number of years of disaffection among the participants. The short-term
idea is misleading. After years, the tears and the tension in the midst of the narratives
speak of lingering effects of disaffection. Disaffection altered the everyday lives of all
the participants, caused each of them in varying degrees some mental health concerns,
and frustrated them in their hopeless quest for reparation.
This study also revealed the desires of the participants to be heard, to be
acknowledged. Similar to Debats’ (1999) finding about the importance of relationship,
all the participants spoke of inclusiveness, not only for themselves, but also for others.
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They acknowledged a desire to have someone reach out to them, to check up on them,
and at times just to have someone speak to them. An apology would have helped on
occasion, and even a hug. The participants spoke of compassion and trust in
relationships. They hoped for honesty and safety. Similarly, over 30 years ago Rempel,
Holmes, and Zanna (1986) found that trust could be defined by one’s belief that the
partner in the relationship would respond with love and care in any situation. This
definition is a fit description of the participants’ desire for trust in relationship within
their faith communities.
More recently, Sandford and Rowatt (2004) took a contrasting approach and
described anxiety as concern that the relationship partner would not respond with care.
This is an apt description of the anxiety that factored into the disaffection process.
Jordan, Masters, Hooker, Ruiz, and Smith (2014) found concerns for both trust and
anxiety in their study of religiousness and spirituality. Most of the participants in this
study found more anxiety than trust in their relationships with their faith community, at
least during the period of disaffection. They found that they could not trust their faith
community to respond with care. The affective perceptions of the participants
superseded the cognitive perceptions, supporting Plank and Newell’s (2007) work on the
importance of affective perceptions in relationships. This study revealed that the
participants who were marginalized typically struggled with their affective perceptions of
relationship with the in-group more than with the rightness or wrongness of the “fatal
flaw,” so to speak, which ostracized them from the in-group. The participants could
cognitively acknowledge that their faith community did not know how to respond. But
their “gut” still hurt. They had all moved on, but when considering their experience of
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disaffection, the mental health concerns of abandonment, disappointment, trust, anger,
and hurt lingered.
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CHAPTER V
SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS
The purpose of this study was to explore the perspectives of members of Southern
Baptist churches who experienced disaffection as a result of marginalization within the
church as they practiced their religious faith. Ten stories of disaffection provided the
opportunity for exploring antecedents as well as lingering consequences of disaffection.
This chapter contains: a) a summary of the study; b) a chart of the major findings; c)
implications; d) recommendations for practice, including individuals struggling with
disaffection; the local church; the SBC; and mental health professionals; and e)
recommendations for future research based on the results.
Summary
The title of this dissertation is Disaffection in Southern Baptist Churches: Stories
of Marginalization. The purpose of this study was to explore the perspectives of
members of Southern Baptist churches who experienced disaffection as a result of
marginalization within church as they practiced their religious faith.
The literature reviewed for this study addressed several matters of consequence.
Some of these follow.
•

SIT as a theoretical framework explained the role of categorization in
group processes that led to marginalization.

•

The changing face of religion in American culture is affected by negative
interactions.
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•

Religion has a significant influence on mental and physical health.

•

The social context of religion is inherent in the definition of religion.

•

The social context of congregational support is especially influential
because of the similarities of member perspectives.

•

The altruistic setting of the church can exacerbate the negative effects of
religion.

•

The marginalizing discriminatory practice of microaggressions can be
found in the altruistic setting of the church.

•

Nurturing interpersonal relationships within the church establish trust,
whereas those relationships that cannot be trusted create anxiety.

•

Understanding Fowler’s Faith Development theory offers the mental
health professional an effective tool for addressing repercussions of
church disaffection.

•

Disaffection with church changes the individual’s emotional and
behavioral aspects of life.

•

Religious salient identity struggles should be addressed with the help of a
mental health professional.

•

The Southern Baptist Convention is an organization with missionary zeal
plagued by practical issues of service.

The research questions for this study were:
1.

What negative interpersonal transgressions happened in one’s relationship
with one’s church?

2.

What emotional consequences resulted from negative interpersonal
transgressions in church?

3.

What resources were available to one struggling with negative
interpersonal transgressions in church?
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4.

What were the consequences for one’s religious and spiritual life as a
result of negative interpersonal transgressions within one’s church?

This was a narrative qualitative study which used purposeful snowball sampling.
Ten participants were included who met the criteria of: a) at one time being a member of
a Southern Baptist church, and b) at one time experiencing disaffection with the Southern
Baptist church. Intimate observers related to each of seven participants also participated
in the study. The participants were each interviewed twice using a semistructured
interview format. Each intimate observer was interviewed once. All interviews were
audiotaped and transcribed.
All data were analyzed using qualitative data analysis software NVivo 11. Codes
were assigned. Themes emerged from the codes. Results of data analysis informed the
answers to the research questions. Those results for each question are explained below.
Research question one asked, What experiences contribute to individuals
becoming disaffected with their faith community? All of the participants in this study at
one time wanted to be part of the in-group of their church. For most of them the in-group
was a reality although some felt more comfortable there than others. Also, for the two
youth, one worked to be part of the in-group whereas the other basically inherited his
place in the in-group because of his parents’ inclusion there. For all, religious identity
was a salient part of their social identity. Negative interactions resulted, however, when
the participant was no longer a proper match for the in-group prototype. The negative
interactions experienced by the participants in this study were examples of the three
categories of microaggressions: microassaults, microinsults, and microinvalidations.
These microaggressions were expressions of marginalization, some blatant, some
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unconscious, and some nonchalant. As with most microaggressions, there was no
acknowledgement of harm. Therefore, there was no acknowledgement that there was a
need for reparation. However, the religious social identity of the participant was
threatened by the microaggression and the resulting marginalization. SIT described the
motivation behind this process by explaining categorization which leads to forming
distinctive groups. The distinctiveness of the in-group formed an impermeable barrier to
reparation. The participant was marginalized with no hope of reparation. The
participant’s salient religious identity was threatened, complicating issues of faith. The
threat altered each participant’s religious identity, causing them to redefine it in their
future expressions of their faith.
Research question 2 asked, How do the negative experiences which lead to
disaffection in church change one’s life? For each of the participants their lives changed
dramatically when they opted out of relationship with their church. Where they once had
invested much of their lives, they were no longer nurtured or valued. The salience of
their religious identity exacerbated the pain of marginalization. The response of their
church to their pain or shame was inappropriate, creating a lack of trust. The participants
experienced microaggressions. The result was anxiety, abandonment, disappointment,
anger, and hurt. Eight of the ten participants found a form of comfort in a different faith
community. One eventually returned to find some comfort in the same faith community.
One never sought comfort in another faith community. All ten participants accepted the
responsibility of reparation and worked through the emotional, mental, and faith struggles
to experience spiritual growth. The concept of spiritual growth attests to the spiritual
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evolving of the individual, the short-term distress inherent in that evolution, and the need
for the help of a mental health professional in addressing such concerns.
Research question three asked, What mental health concerns have resulted from
disaffection within the church? These mental health concerns were emotional, mental,
and cognitive considerations which had a pervasive influence on attitudes about self and
behaviors. Participants faced questions of meaning in life and issues of faith. They
struggled with discrepancies in how the theological precepts of their faith were acted out
in reality. They were wounded by the church’s lack of concern for their suffering. They
personalized that struggle by battling their own discrepancies in living up to their faith
tradition’s prototype. They needed professional help for abandonment and trust issues,
and for struggles with disappointment, anger, and hurt.
Research question four asked, After the experience of disaffection with one’s faith
community, what elements might be involved in restoration? The participants desired
relationship. They wanted to know and be known, even when the knowing confirmed
they did not fit the in-group prototype. A friendly word or a simple hug could have put a
simple bandage on a painful wound. A response of kindness could have initiated a
journey back towards trust. Inclusiveness rather than distinction could have bolstered the
participant’s self esteem and also restored faith in the altruistic mission of the church.
Microaggressions, however, were the norm. SIT offered a cognitive explanation for a
group process that marginalized the participants from the in-group. The explanation
ameliorated the personal indictment the participants felt when they were not welcomed in
the in-group. The participants accepted the responsibility for restoring relationship to a
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faith community yet wistfully expressed the need for the church to provide an avenue for
reparation.
Findings
All 10 of the participants in this study struggled with disaffection from their
Southern Baptist church although the reasons and antecedents involved in the disaffection
were dissimilar. All ten of the participants experienced marginalization that alienated
them from the in-group in which they had once felt accepted. All 10 of the participants
experienced the marginalization as a personal shortcoming that estranged them from the
in-group of their faith community, with the faith community exhibiting an unanticipated
rigidness that acknowledged no accountability on its part. All 10 participants distanced
themselves from the church situation when there was little hope of reparation after
marginalization.
The findings from this study have significance for four groups: the individual (I),
the local church (C), the Southern Baptist Convention (SBC), and mental health
professionals (MHP). The findings and their significance to each of these groups are
listed in the chart below.
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Table 4 continued
Findings and significance.
Finding
Microaggressions are
found in Southern Baptist
churches.

Research
Question
informed
1, 2, 4
I:
C:

Diversity allows for
acknowledging religious
identity.

2, 3

Targets of
microaggressions bear the
onus of reparation as they
face an impermeable
barrier surrounding the ingroup.

1, 2, 3, 4

Significance

Acknowledge marginalization.
Acknowledge marginalization;
Explain marginalization with SIT.
SBC: Acknowledge marginalization;
Explain marginalization with SIT.
MHP: Understand marginalization and
Microaggressions.
I:
Acknowledge significance of faith;
Justify the help of MHP in issues of faith.
C:
Acknowledge social involvement in
faith communities;
Encourage looking at diverse
perspectives of faith within the
church;
Promote the help of MHP in
addressing disaffection.
SBC: Emphasize the importance of
relationships as parallel to concerns of
theology;
Promote the help of MHP in
addressing disaffection;
Recognize the need for training in
issues of diversity along with
theological tenets of faith.
MHP: Promote the necessity for MHP to
address issues of faith.
I:
Exacerbate mental health issues;
Ostracize;
Alienate.
C:
Recognize struggles of
marginalization;
Emphasize the need for a venue for
reparation;
Encourage involvement of MHP
within the faith community.
SBC: Highlight the need to train ministers in
group processes and in leadership
skills.
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Table 4 (continued)
Finding

Research
Question
informed

Disaffection leads to
spiritual struggles and
psychological distress
which can result in longterm spiritual growth.

2, 3

SIT informs group
processes within the faith
community that address
informal sanctions and
affective perceptions.

1, 2, 3, 4

Significance
MHP: Demonstrate the dimension of
spirituality in diversity issues;
Identify mental health issues around
concerns of faith;
Raise awareness of mental health
needs in response to disaffection.
I:
Validate questions of faith in the midst
of disaffection;
Justify the need for mental health
assistance.
C: Identify mental health concerns within
the faith community;
Encourage enlisting the help of MHP.
SBC: Call into question the practical versus
the theoretical tenets of faith;
Encourage training in areas of mental
health concerns.
MHP: Identify the need for understanding
faith development;
Identify questions of faith and trust
resulting from disaffection.
I:
Inform ideas for reparation;
Describe cognitive explanations for
group processes.
C: Inform ideas for reparation;
Explain social processes that
marginalize within church;
Redirect attitudes for training;
Encourage seeking help of MHP.
SBC: Inform ideas for reparation;
Encourage training in group processes
and leadership;
Emphasize the value of MHP in
addressing disaffection.
MHP: Describe group processes that
marginalize;
Inform ideas for reparation;
Emphasize the salience of social
identity within the church.
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This study contributes to previous literature in three significant ways: a)
Microaggressions are prevalent in SBC churches; b) SIT offers explanations for
marginalization; and c) An impermeable barrier around the SBC in-group is responsible
for more incidences of disaffection than are theological precepts.
Although all 10 participants experienced marginalization, none of them defined
the marginalization in terms of microaggressions. However, consistent with Sue’s
(2010) definition of microaggressions, all ten participants experienced denigrating
messages that were often difficult to substantiate (Nadal, Wong, Sriken, Griffin, & FujiiDoe, 2015) yet effectively marginalized them and alienated them from the in-group of
their church. No one spoke to them. No one sat with them at church. Other church
members averted their gaze when they saw them. This finding is consistent with the
research of Holder, Jackson, and Ponterotto (2015) who found a sense of invisibility and
exclusion resulting from microaggressions.
As with Gonzales, Davidoff, Nadal, and Yanos (2015), this study found that
microaggressions were not only committed by strangers but also by friends and authority
figures. The friends and authority figures did not acknowledge commission of any
microaggression or negative interaction and were unaware of the subsequent effects of
the microaggression. This study extended the Gonzales et al. study’s suggestion that the
lack of social support resulting from the microaggression could inhibit recovery from the
microaggression. In this study, the microaggressions led to marginalization and from
marginalization to disaffection. The betrayal of the microaggressions invalidated the
support the participants had perceived as available. This led to distrust and disaffection
from the faith community. The participants each spent years wandering through a maze
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of disaffection before finding a faith community that would not only embrace them but
which they could embrace.
This study contributes to the microaggressions literature by placing
microaggressions within Southern Baptist churches. Pierce’s original concept of
microaggressions to describe subtle racial affronts has been expanded to include affronts
to any targeted group. This study describes the affronts experienced by the participants.
It iterates the negative interactions which marginalized and excluded the participants
when they no longer fit the prototype of the in-group. Placing microaggressions within
the Southern Baptist church generates an awareness not only of the negative behaviors of
the microaggressions but also of their insidious effects. This awareness also offers
considerations for the SBC and the local church in addressing the diminishing numbers of
their faithful participants.
This study found, as discovered in previous studies (Hayward & Krause, 2013a;
Stone, Cross, Purvis & Young, 2004), that when behavior is not prototypical and
especially if it is embarrassingly socially unacceptable, support is diminished. This study
further revealed that SIT explains the process of categorization which describes the
motivation for the diminished support. When the participant’s behavior no longer
conformed to the in-group prototype, SIT described how the group members’ emotional
investment in the status of the group justified the group members’ exclusion of the noncompliant participant. As in previous studies (Carter, 2013; Ellison, Roalson, Guillory,
Flannelly & Marcum, 2010) this study found that salient identity is integral to
understanding social behaviors. The in-group members to whom the in-group
membership was a salient social identity were not able to support the participants who no
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longer fit the in-group prototype. The religious salient social identity of the participant
was threatened and altered by microaggressions.
This study extended the work on informal sanctions (Ellison, Zhang, Krause, &
Marcum, 2009) by using SIT to clarify the intended goal of such sanctions. In this study,
gossip was used to draw boundaries around the in-group prototype. Judgment drew a
distinction between the in-group and the out-group, in an attempt to elevate the status of
the in-group. This study described how rejection preserved the in-group by relieving an
offending in-group member of membership status or by not allowing the offender a voice.
This study demonstrated the effectiveness of using SIT to inform the group processes
involved in marginalization and thus in disaffection.
This study also contributed to the literature on social mobility and the
impermeable barrier between groups (Hogg, 2006; Stott & Drury, 2004). The concept of
social mobility addresses the attitude of the individual in his/her ability to move from one
social group to another social group with a higher status. The impermeability of the
barrier protecting the higher status group was evident in this study, affirming Hogg’s
conclusion that social mobility does not typically work. The distinctions between the ingroup and the out-group were drawn clearly. The participants saw no way to become
reinstated with the in-group.
This study further revealed that it was the impermeable barrier which led to
disaffection. Several participants in this study were marginalized for actions which were
perceived as a sort of “fatal flaw.” Whether it was a theological precept, a legal issue, or
a social concern, the participants found themselves at odds with the Southern Baptist
church. However, the participants made no excuses for their lack of compliance. They
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did not argue over theological precepts. They made no attempt to exonerate themselves
in legal struggles. They did not try to absolve themselves of social improprieties. The
reason for their exclusion from the Southern Baptist in-group was understood. It was not
their “fatal flaw” but the impermeable barrier which led to disaffection. The participant
could live with their flaw but they could not live with the consistent rejection from the
group that had been a major part of their support system. The Southern Baptist church
provided no mechanism by which the participant would ever be allowed back into the ingroup. The hopelessness of this reality led to disaffection.
This study: a) identified microaggressions in the Southern Baptist church; b) used
SIT to explain the social processes that lead to disaffection; and c) acknowledged the
hopelessness of the impermeable barrier surrounding the Southern Baptist in-group.
These three findings have significant implications for the individual struggling with
disaffection, for the local church, for the SBC, and for mental health professionals.
The findings from this study also suggest a need for Southern Baptist ministers
and mental health professionals to dissolve what has at times seemed an impermeable
barrier between them. Ministers responsible for the religious welfare of their constituents
have historically been hesitant to entrust their flock into the care of a secular professional.
Mental health professionals on the other hand have been skeptical of the ability of the
minister to consider the overall mental health of the individual regardless of religious
principles. For the sake of the individual, both ministers and mental health professionals
must find an appreciation for the expertise of the other. Ministers must recognize the
skills of the mental health professional in addressing the complexities of human
development, including religious and spiritual dimensions. The mental health
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professional must likewise recognize the inherent spiritual and religious issues involved
in human development. They must also acknowledge the expertise of the minister in
specifically addressing spiritual and religious issues. With ministers and mental health
professionals each recognizing the strengths in the other, they can work together for the
well-being of the individual.
The findings from this study also address a significant issue for counselor
educators. This study clearly describes the relevance of religious and spiritual concerns
for many Americans. The large number of Americans claiming that religion is important
contrasted with the growing number of Americans claiming no church participation
speaks of discrepancies in the lives of many Americans. These discrepancies need to be
addressed by mental health professionals. Counselor educators have a responsibility to
train our mental health professionals to assess for spiritual and religious resources as they
would for any other client resources. This is not meant to suggest that mental health
professionals should direct the spiritual and religious values of their clients. It is,
however, an acknowledgement that for many Americans represented by the ten
participants in this study, religion is part of their salient identity. Intentional care should
address their religious concerns.
Implications and Recommendations
Implications and recommendations may be drawn from this study for persons
struggling with disaffection, for the local church, for the SBC, and for mental health
professionals. These implications are based on the concept that spiritual health is
complementary to the mental health of the individual. The church’s and the SBCs
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exploration of these implications are validated by the concern of the local church for its
unity and the interest of the SBC in the diminishing engagement in its ministry.
The first research question asked, What experiences contribute to individuals
becoming disaffected with their faith community? Implications from the results of this
study suggest: a) that the social processes described by SIT may help explain negative
experiences within the faith community; b) that understanding the social processes of
group engagement can ease personal recriminations; and c) that cognitive understanding
can ameliorate the intensity of emotional distress (Hogg, 2006). Aided by knowledge of
social processes, the individual may begin to understand negative experiences of
marginalization and isolation as motivated by concepts of distinctiveness prescribed by
group identity rather than as personal indictments.
There are recommendations here for the SBC and for the local church. These
recommendations include: a) redefine the prototype of the church’s in-group; b) teach
the distinctiveness of the new prototype; and c) preach the new prototype. Rather than
maintaining a prototype where perfection is the goal, redefining a new prototype would
embrace the broken and love the shamed. Redefining the new prototype would describe
its distinctiveness as concern for the diverse, regard for the questioning, solicitude for the
broken, and love for the guilty and shamed. In their Baptist Faith and Message (Southern
Baptist Convention, n.d.), Southern Baptists use statements such as “love for others,”
“general kindness to others,” and “helping others” to express their faith, their doctrine,
and their mission. In this statement of faith, there are no qualifiers for “others.” Landry
described the people Jesus talked to, “…a lot of his stories are him talking to people that
needed to be talked to. Sinners. That were not like Jesus.” There were no qualifiers for
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the people Jesus talked to. Yet in the present study, there were obviously qualifiers for
the in-group that precluded love, kindness, and help, as evidenced by the participants.
The second research question asked, How do the negative experiences which lead
to disaffection in church change one’s life? Implications from the results of this study
suggest: a) that the individual as well as the church must acknowledge that the onus of
reparation with the church falls into the lap of the individual; b) that the individual must
be proactive in finding reparation with the church; and c) that the individual must
proactively address discrepancies between personal religious practice and spirituality.
Regrettably, based on the results of this study, persons struggling with disaffection must
acknowledge that as distasteful and unreasonable as it may appear, if the individual
desires to maintain a relationship with his/her church, he/she must be proactive in finding
a bridge of reparation. This in no way is meant to validate placing full responsibility on
the individual. It is, however, a step toward maintaining a meaningful relationship with
one’s community of faith. This study affirms the responsibility of the individual to
rectify any unpleasant or undesirable responses so that he/she may continue in his/her
familiar pattern of relationship to his/her faith community.
In response to these implications there are recommendations here for the
individual, the local faith community and also for the SBC. These recommendations
include: a) hurting individuals asking for what they need; b) addressing the need for a
safe place for the wounded to find comfort as they address their wounds; c)
acknowledging the benefits of including trained mental health professionals in providing
a safe place to explore struggles; and d) devoting ministry resources to meet the needs of
the broken. The local faith community needs to accept responsibility for providing a safe
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place to find comfort among people who share similar beliefs. For the SBC, responsible
not only for promoting the Southern Baptist mission but also for training its ministers, the
implication speaks to examination of its mission statement and the consistency with
which that mission statement is addressed and fulfilled.
The third research question asks, What mental health concerns have resulted
from disaffection within church? Implications from the results of this study suggest: a)
microaggressions exist in Southern Baptist churches; b) marginalization resulting from
microaggressions in church leads to disaffection; and c) faith and spirituality are
dimensions of multiculturalism and diversity. Acknowledging the existence of
microaggressions allows for addressing the emotional struggles of abandonment, anger,
disappointment, distrust, and hurt associated with them. These mental health concerns
are not new to the mental health profession. This study, however, specifically notes the
need for mental health professionals to contextualize them within the church setting.
These implications lead to recommendations for mental health professionals, such
as: a) an acknowledgment that concerns of faith and spirituality may be inherent to the
salient social identity of the individual; b) a recognition that mental health professionals
should assess concerns of faith and spirituality in their work with each client; and c) an
acceptance that professional skills include understanding faith development and the
practical expressions of struggles of faith development. Faith communities and the SBC
also might address these concerns within their ministry, particularly as they apply to
issues within their purview. Ministers and mental health professionals should encourage
individuals with issues related to faith and faith community relationships to seek help
from trained professionals.
191

The fourth research question asks, After the experience of disaffection with one’s
faith community, what elements might be involved in restoration? Implications from the
results of this study suggest: a) that the wounding of church members might not relate
strictly to a theological precept; b) love and kindness are not always the norm within the
local church; c) negative interactions can be more divisive than theological precepts; and
d) the marginalized in church want to be included. For the participants in this study,
theological precepts were not the delineating issue in their disaffection. Personal
interactions were the motivating concerns. Acknowledgement that microaggressions can
exist side-by-side with love and kindness could inform the ministry of the church.
Succinctly stated, the participants in this study wanted to be acknowledged in their pain
and wanted to be safe. They wanted love and grace.
There are many recommendations for these implications, such as: a) local
churches need to provide a safe place for the hurting to find refuge; b) the SBC must
recognize the need for trained professionals within their churches to meet the needs of the
hurting; and c) the SBC should train its leadership in understanding social processes,
microaggressions, and leadership skills. Even with these recommendations, an
acknowledgement must be made that it is difficult for the wounded to ask for help,
especially from those who have done the wounding. Yet all wounds should be addressed.
Faith communities need to provide a safe place for their members to express their sense
of abandonment, anger, disappointment, grief, and hurt, and perhaps their own personal
shame. The SBC would also do well to encourage its ministers to stand for the principles
of the Scripture, such as, “Greater love hath no man than this, that a man lay down his
life for his friends.” (John 15:13, KJV). Although principle and loyalty cannot be
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mandated, the concept of lending a supporting shoulder to those in need of the comfort of
their God should be removed from the political agenda of convenience. SBC seminaries
should address such concerns demonstrating the practicality of how this looks in the
everyday lives of members as well as ministers. They would understand
microaggressions, what they are, how they present, and their insidious nature. Ministers
bearing all titles would be well trained to appreciate diversity, recognize heartache, and
embrace the wounded.
Future Research
Recommendations for future research include: a) exploring resources within the
church for addressing negative experiences related to church; b) investigating
professional counseling programs within churches; c) studying the ministerial training
programs in Southern Baptist seminaries; d) probing the protective tendency of church
members toward their churches; and e) examining the discrepancies between theological
precepts and practical application.
It would be beneficial to explore resources within the church for addressing
negative experiences related to church. Much has been written that acknowledges the
church’s unwillingness or inability to accept responsibility for disaffection. In this study,
ten participants from four different churches found no resource within the church
beneficial to hearing or understanding their struggle. It would be beneficial to hurting
people, as well as to the church, to study churches and the acknowledged resources
within the churches for addressing negative experiences related to the church. It would
be helpful to answer such questions as: What is the acceptable practice for expressing
disagreement with church policy? Which personnel member(s) is associated with tending
193

the wounded within the church? What place of safety is provided for expression of
disagreement or hurt? What processes are nurtured to repair or mediate damaged
relationships?
It would be informative to investigate professional counseling programs that exist
within churches. It would be helpful to contrast churches that have no affiliation with
professional mental health counselors, those who recommend mental health professionals
not specifically affiliated with the church, and those who actively support mental health
counselors within the context of their ministry programs. Are negative experiences and
disaffection less prevalent under any of these circumstances? Are the counseling
programs self-supporting? Are counseling services offered at a reduced rate?
Studying the ministerial training programs in Southern Baptist seminaries would
offer suggestions for addressing current cultural issues. Is there work being done within
churches to explore and explain the concepts of microaggressions, SIT, and group
processes? Churches are made up of people. But churches are also comprised of groups,
groups of people. What attempts are being made to understand the prevalence of
microaggressions or to teach concepts of social identity and group processes in
seminaries and even within local churches? How are church leaders being trained to
identify microaggressions within their membership? How do churches acknowledge
social and moral identities and their influence on church members?
Much could be learned by probing the protective tendency of church members
toward their churches. Protection for the church and its members showed up numerous
times in the ten narratives of this study. The participants took complete responsibility for
their disaffection. Whether is was a “fatal flaw” on their part or simply that they were
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unhappy, the participants assumed the responsibility for the breach in relationship with
their church. They did not want to talk about the minister who did not come to see them,
the minister who did not take a stand against bullying, or the minister who was too busy
to care. If they were unhappy with what happened at church, the participants decided it
was their responsibility to keep their focus on Jesus and ignore the consequences. When
other church members hurt them in any one of countless ways, the participants justified it
by convincing themselves the other church members did not understand or did not know
differently. Admittedly, there were a few candid recognitions of how things might have
been: if the pastor had been “warmer,” if the leadership had mediated a question, if
anyone had acted as if he/she was glad to see the individual. These, however, were
metaphorically placed on a shelf out of the way for the most part while the participant
agonized over his/her personal struggle. What is this factor that calls forth the protective
mechanism in the individual within the church setting? It would be interesting to study
this mechanism. Is this protection for the church or for God who is represented by the
church? Can one be critiqued without the other? Is this a taught concept? Does
relationship with the faith community preclude any critique or disagreement? Is
disagreement with the faith community synonymous with disagreeing with God?
Addressing this question might offer members of the faith community the freedom to
candidly address personal questions related to one’s relationship with church.
Examining the discrepancies between theological precepts and practical
application could offer explanations for the disaffection troubling Southern Baptist
churches. The participants in this study were well aware of the theological precepts upon
which their Southern Baptist church based its mission statement. The participants,
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however, found inconsistencies between theological precepts and practical application. It
would be interesting to study these inconsistencies within the broad scope of the SBC as
well as within the more intimate sphere of the local church. Do most Americans embrace
such theology? Do the theological precepts publicly touted accurately reflect the SBCs
mission statement? Does church look like God?
The literature on microaggressions could be extended by research conducted
within other faith traditions. The perspectives of the marginalized would describe
microaggressions with their informal sanctions and resulting mental health concerns. Are
there other faith traditions which emphasize ministry to the broken? Are there other faith
traditions which allow for more leniency within their in-group? Are there ministers
trained to address negative interactions and thus microaggressions? Do other faith
traditions enlist the help of mental health professionals?
Limitations and Delimitations
This narrative qualitative study purposed to explore the perspectives of members
of Southern Baptist churches who experienced disaffection as a result of marginalization
within church as they practiced their religious faith. However, as with all studies, this
study had limitations. There were three limitations: 1) the narrative qualitative design;
2) the inclusion of only 10 participants; 3) the rural aspect of the Southern Baptist
churches included; and 4) possibility of researcher bias.
First, this was a narrative study, designed to maximize the potential of the
participants’ narratives to inform the experience of disaffection in Southern Baptist
churches. As Clandinin and Connelly (2000) noted, “narrative inquiry is a way of
understanding experience” (p. 20). Yet they also noted that “interpretations can be
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otherwise.” (p. 31). This limits the generalizability of this work. There can always be a
different interpretation. Yet it is important to remember that these narratives are stories
lived and told which offer others the opportunity to make application of them for their
own use (Clandinin and Connelly). The participants for this study were chosen because
of their first-hand experience with disaffection with a Southern Baptist church. They are
not the only individuals who have experienced disaffection within the church, but these
participants were courageous enough to share their story.
Secondly, as a practical matter, there were only 10 participants whose stories were
recounted in this study. There were seven intimate observers who affirmed seven of
those narratives. There are, however, multitudes of stories that could be told with equally
as many observers offering an affirming or “otherwise” interpretation. The convergence
of themes in the ten narratives, however, nurtures credibility.
Thirdly, there were only four Southern Baptist churches involved in this study.
Two of the churches claimed over 600 members; one, approximately 300 members; and
the other, approximately 100 members. The two churches of 600 plus members were in a
community of approximately 25,000. The 300 member church was in a community of
approximately 15,000, and the 100 member church was in a rural community of
approximately 1000. The small town, rural nature of these churches could be
significantly different from a metropolitan congregation.
Lastly, as is possible with all research, investigator bias was a possible limitation.
Steps were in place from the beginning of the study to address the question of researcher
bias. This investigator addressed this possibility by using a bracketing interview to
explore personal bias and assumptions prior to conducting interviews and data analysis.
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This investigator also maintained a journal and field notes. These precautions along with
supervision by academic professionals minimized researcher bias.
There were four delimitations in this study. These were: 1) focusing the study on
disaffection; 2) geographically limiting the study to the South; 3) concentrating solely on
Southern Baptists; and 4) including only a convenience sample.
First, this study was designed specifically to address disaffection in Southern
Baptist churches. That is not to say that disaffection is unique to Southern Baptists. The
second coder in this study was of a different faith tradition but assisted with this study
because of its relevance to the concerns of her faith tradition. Because this study was
focused on disaffection, the investigator first inquired of each potential participant the
reason for disaffection. This was to ascertain that negative experiences were the focus of
the disaffection rather than some other reason such as lifestyle choices or geographical
issues. This also skirted a focus on theological concerns.
Secondly, this study was limited geographically to the South, also frequently
referred to as the Bible Belt. A doctoral student in class with this investigator noted that
when he moved to the South the year before, the first question he was always asked was
not, “Where are you from?” or “What do you do?” No, the first question he was asked
was always, “What church do you go to?” The South is known as the Bible Belt for good
reason.
Thirdly, Southern Baptists are prominent in the South. This study was limited to
one faith tradition so that theological questions would not be the focus of the narratives.
The experience of disaffection was the focus of the study.
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Lastly, the convenience sample narrowed the participants to the South. The
convenience sample also narrowed the sample to people known by the investigator or to
people introduced to the investigator.
Conclusions
This study added to the literature in several areas. These areas include: a) placing
microaggressions in the church setting; b) using SIT within the church setting to explain
group processes; c) demonstrating how microaggressions explain marginalization within
the church; d) examining the salience of group identity in church; e)exploring
precipitating factors as well as consequences of negative interactions within the church; f)
articulating the significant impact of disaffection on mental health; and g) emphasizing
faith development concerns to mental health professionals.
From this study we can acknowledge that the altruistic setting of the faith
community, typified in the Southern Baptist church tradition, can also be a breeding
ground for discriminatory practices that cause long-term harm and change the pattern of
one’s life. This study unveiled the misery of microaggressions within the church setting
and offered the theoretical principles of SIT as explanation as well as a means of
approaching change in group attitudes.
The narratives of this study explored precipitating factors of negative interactions
within the church. The narratives also described the consequences, both imminent and
long-term. The need for mental health professionals to assist clients in addressing
relationship issues to and within the faith community was noted in this study. It was also
noted that the SBC and their local church affiliates bear a responsibility to reach out to
those experiencing disaffection if they have a desire to not only maintain their
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membership numbers but also to minister to people who are truly hurting. Mental health
consultants knowledgeable in faith development can help with this responsibility.
This study acknowledged the wounded in the beneficent setting of the church.
Sharing the experiences of the wounded, this study has attempted to expose a need that,
when addressed, will enhance the ministry of the church. Finally, this study calls for
action in reparation of relationships that form a foundation for people of faith.
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3467 Military Road
Columbus, MS 39705

Dear Prospective Participant,
I am a doctoral student in the Department of Counseling, Educational Psychology, and
Foundations at Mississippi State University beginning the research for my dissertation.
The goal of my research is to understand the experience of people who have been
disaffected in church. This is not an examination of theological differences but rather a
portrait of being disaffected as one attempts to practice one’s religious faith. The goal of
this research is not to cast blame but rather to learn how to facilitate healing and
restoration.
I would like to interview people who have found themselves struggling to practice their
religious faith within a church where they had once felt accepted and nurtured. Would
you be interested in assisting me with this research? I hope to interview six people who
would describe their experience of being disaffected in church. All names and identities
of the participants will be protected.
The only criterion for being a participant in this study is membership in a Southern
Baptist Church at the time of being disaffected. There are no guidelines for being
disaffected. Unfortunately, there is much diversity in painful experiences.
If you are willing to participate in this research, would you please respond either by email
at sondradowdle@aol.com or by phone at (662) 435-2293. I appreciate your
consideration of this request.
Sincerely,

Sondra Dowdle
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Participant Consent Form
Dear Participant,
Several research institutions have reported that church attendance in America is
declining. Being disaffected within the church has been identified as one of the reasons
for opting out of church. Research can explore the experience of being disaffected.
Churches could then better understand the experience and how to respond to it.
If you choose to participate in this project, you will (a) be interviewed once for two hours
to discuss the experience of being disaffected in church and (b) be interviewed a second
time for an hour to offer reaction to the analysis from the first interview. The interview
will be conducted in your home. Documents in the form of personal notes, pictures,
diaries, journals, emails, letters, and church papers will be requested to clarify
information.
All interviews will be audiotaped. Only the investigator and transcriptionist will have
access to these tapes. Your signature on this form indicates your consent for the
audiotaping.
Your participation in this study is voluntary. Your refusal to participate will involve no
penalty or loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. You may refuse to answer
any question, and you may withdraw from the study at any time. The information you
provide will be confidential. You will not be personally identified in the study.
If you have any questions about this project, please feel free to contact Sondra Dowdle by
phone at (662) 435-2293 or by email at sondradowdle@aol.com . For more information
about this project, please feel free to contact Dr. Joan Looby, my dissertation director and
Professor of Counselor Education at Mississippi State University, by phone at (662) 3253426 or by email at
JLooby@colled.msstate.edu
You will be given a copy of this form for your records.

_________________________
Participant’s Signature

____________________
Date

_________________________
Investigator’s Signature

____________________
Date
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Participant Interview Protocol
I am a doctoral student in the Department of Counseling, Educational Psychology, and
Foundations at Mississippi State University. As a part of my program I am conducting research
on the experiences of members of Southern Baptist churches who have experienced broken
relationships with their church. The goal of this research is not to cast blame but rather to learn
how to facilitate healing and restoration.
I appreciate very much your willingness to talk with me to today to share your story about what it
was like to have your relationship with your church broken. Your story will be used in a research
study exploring disaffection within Southern Baptist Churches.
Let me begin by assuring you that I value your willingness to share your story. This interview
will be recorded and transcribed, and you will be given the opportunity to read and/or hear it and
provide feedback on its accuracy. I will make every attempt to keep your story confidential by
not using your real name and by keeping files secure. You, however, may share information
about the interview and your story with anyone you choose. Also, you are free to decline to
answer a question or to cancel an interview if you feel insecure about the process.
In this research study, I am the principal investigator, but you are my conversational partner in
this interview. You are the expert on your experience. It is as we work together that your story
may be told and the experience of disaffection with one’s church can be uncovered. Do you have
any questions or comments before we begin?
If you are willing to participate in this study, please sign this agreement? I have a copy of this
agreement for you. Thank you.
Very well, may we begin?
Could you tell me what your social expectations are of your church?
Would you tell me the story of how your relationship to your church was broken?
What do you know of the source of this experience?
How did you become aware of a problem?
How would you describe your relationship to the people in your church?
What adjectives describe how you were feeling during this time?
How would you describe the changes in your life since the break in the relationship with your
church?
How have your physical activities changed?
How have personal relationships changed?
How have your thoughts about church changed?
How have your mental and emotional perspectives changed?
How has the practice of your faith changed?
Can you tell me about the elements of your story that have influenced, and still do influence, your
relationship with your church?
How do you assign responsibility for this struggle?
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How do you now relate to people involved in this struggle?
How do you handle disappointments related to this struggle?
Is there anything else you would like to share about your struggle with your church?
What did you find most helpful during this period of struggle?
How would you describe attempts to restore the relationship with your church?
How would you describe your perception of church at this time?
Thank you very much for your time and for sharing such personally meaningful experiences with
me. My understanding is that…
However, I would like to transcribe this conversation and give you a copy. I would also like to
share with you the common themes discovered in all the interviews and get your feedback. I
want very much to describe the experiences of the participants in words that speak accurately to
the experience and the repercussions of the struggle.
Is there someone with whom you have had, or do have, an intimate relationship who would be
able to tell me the story of watching you struggle to move beyond this painful experience? This
is not mandatory for your participation in this study. However, an observer who knows you well
might be able to offer depth of context by his or her observations.
Thank you. If there is nothing else you would like to add today, we will call it a day. I will be in
touch when I have the transcript and the discussion of the themes.
Thank you again for your willingness to share your story so that other people and other churches
may glimpse the reality of such a painful experience.
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Participant Demographic Survey
1. What was your age when your relationship with your church was broken?
o a. 0 – 20 years
o b. 21 – 45 years
o c. 46 – 60 years
o d. 60 years plus
2. What is your current age?
o a. 0 – 20 years
o b. 21 – 45 years
o c. 46 – 60 years
o d. 60 years plus
3. At the time your relationship to your church was broken, how long had you been a
member of that church?
o a. 0 – 2 years
o b. 3 – 5 years
o c. 6 – 10 years
o d. 10 years plus
4. How would you describe your church attendance before the broken relationship?
o a. Attendance at church event 0 – 5 times a year.
o b. Attendance at church event 0 - 5 times a month.
o c. Attendance at church event 1 - 2 times a week.
o c. Attendance at church event 10 plus times a month.
5. How would you describe your church attendance since the broken relationship?
o a. Attendance at church event 0 – 5 times a year.
o b. Attendance at church event 0 - 5 times a month.
o c. Attendance at church event 1 - 2 times a week.
o c. Attendance at church event 10 plus times a month.
6. What was the size of your church at the time of the broken relationship?
o a. 0 – 100 members
o b. 100 – 300 members
o c. 300 – 600 members
o d. 600 plus members
7. Do you currently attend church?
o a. Yes
o b. No
8. Is it the same church?
o a. Yes
o b. No
9. What is the size of your current church?
o a. 0 – 100 members
o b. 100 – 300 members
o c. 300 – 600 members
o d. 600 plus members
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10. Is your current church in the same faith tradition as the previous church?
o a. Yes
o b. No
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Participant Consent Form to Interview an Observer
Dear Participant,
Several noted researchers have discussed the benefits of observation in research. Because your
experience of disaffection is an historical event, observations of the experience are not possible.
However, there may be someone with whom you have a close relationship who was privy to your
experience of disaffection as it was happening. Observations from that person could be very
beneficial to this study.
Would you be willing to give the name of such an intimate observer to be interviewed? This
person will be interviewed for an hour. The interview will be audiotaped and transcribed. You
are the only person besides myself who will have access to this transcription. You will be given
the opportunity to react to this transcription in our second interview.
It is not mandatory for you to submit a name for this observer interview. However, if you choose
to do so, would you please give me this person’s name and contact information?
______________________________
______________________________
______________________________
______________________________
______________________________

If you are willing to submit the name of an intimate observer to be interviewed regarding
the disaffection you experienced, please sign this form below? You will be given a copy
of this form for your records.
Thank you very much for your consideration.
_________________________
Participant’s Signature

____________________
Date

_________________________
Name of Intimate Observer
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Observer Consent Form
I am a doctoral student in the Department of Counseling, Educational Psychology, and
Foundations at Mississippi State University. As a part of my program I am conducting research
on the experiences of members of Southern Baptist churches who have experienced broken
relationships with their church. The goal of this research is not to cast blame but rather to learn
how to facilitate healing and restoration.

______________________________ has consented to participate in this study. He (She)
has given me your name as one who was intimately acquainted with his (her) struggles
when his (her) relationship to church was broken. He (She) trusted you to contribute to
his (her) story in such a way as to add depth to the understanding of the experience of
disaffection.
If you choose to participate in this study as an observer of
______________________________ , you will be interviewed once for an hour. The
interview may be conducted in your home or in a place where you feel comfortable.
Your interview will be audiotaped and transcribed.
_______________________________ will have access to this transcription and will be
given the opportunity to express his (her) reaction to the details of the transcription. Any
notes, diaries, or other relevant artifacts will be requested to add to the context of the
experience of disaffection.
Your participation in this study is voluntary. Your refusal to participate will involve no
penalty or loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. You may refuse to answer
any question, and you may withdraw from the study at any time. The information you
provide will be confidential with the exception that the participant will have access to
your interview transcript. You will not be personally identified in the study.
If you have any questions about this project, please feel free to contact Sondra Dowdle by
phone at (662) 435-2293 or by email at sondradowdle@aol.com . For more information
about this project, please feel free to contact Dr. Joan Looby, my dissertation director and
Professor of Counselor Education at Mississippi State University, by phone at (662) 3253426 or by email at
JLooby@colled.msstate.edu
You will be given a copy of this form for your records.
_________________________
Observer’s Signature

____________________
Date

_________________________
Observer’s Signature

____________________
Date
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Observer Interview Protocol
I am a doctoral student in the Department of Counseling, Educational Psychology, and
Foundations at Mississippi State University. As a part of my program I am conducting research
on the experiences of members of Southern Baptist churches who have experienced broken
relationships with their church. The goal of this research is not to cast blame but rather to learn
how to facilitate healing and restoration.
I appreciate very much your willingness to talk with me to today to share your observations
related to __________________ experience of disaffection with church. Your story will be used
in a research study exploring disaffection within Southern Baptist Churches.
Let me begin by assuring you that I value your willingness to share your observations. This
interview will be recorded and transcribed, and you will be given the opportunity to read and/or
hear it and provide feedback on the accuracy of it. Except for sharing it with _____________ I
will make every attempt to keep your observations confidential by not using your real name and
by keeping files secure. You, however, may share information about the interview and your
observations with anyone you choose. Also, you are free to decline to answer a question or even
to cancel an interview if you feel insecure about the process.
In this research study, I am the principal investigator, but you are my conversational partner. You
are the expert on your experience. It is as we work together that your story may be told and the
experience of disaffection with one’s church can be uncovered. Do you have any questions or
comments before we begin?
If you are willing to participate in this study, please sign this agreement? I have a copy of this
agreement for you. Thank you.
Very well, may we begin?
Could you tell me briefly about your relationship to

?

How would you describe the experience of ______________________’s disaffection?
What emotional struggles did you notice _____________________ was experiencing as a result
of the broken relationship with church?
What changes did you see in _________________________’s life as a result of his (her) broken
relationship with church?
What is your overall impression of the influence this experience has had on _______________ ?
Thank you very much for your time and for sharing such meaningful experiences with me. My
understanding is that…
Is there anything else you would like to add today?
Thank you again for your willingness to share your observations so that other people and other
churches may glimpse the reality of disaffection.
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Observer Demographic Survey
1. What is your relationship to _____________________________?
o Friend
o Mentor
o Partner
o Spouse
o Other _______________________________
2. How long have you known _____________________________?
o Less than 2 years
o 2 – 5 years
o 6 – 10 years
o 11+ years
3. Is church an important part of your life?
o Yes
o No
4. Was it difficult for you to be in relationship to ___________________ during the experience
of disaffection?
o Yes
o No
5. What emotional reaction did you experience during your observations of _______________’s
disaffection?
o Sadness
o Frustration
o Boredom
o Anger
o Other _____________________________
6. Did the experience of observing ______________________________’s disaffection change
your relationship to church?
o Yes
o No
o If so, in what ways?
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